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SERIES FOREWORD 


Ashort circuit occurs when there is a faulty connection in the network—faulty, 
of course, from the standpoint of the network’s smooth functioning. Is not 
the shock of short-circuiting, therefore, one of the best metaphors for a criti- 
cal reading? Is not one of the most effective critical procedures to cross wires 
that do not usually touch: to take a major classic (text, author, notion) and 
read it in a short-circuiting way, through the lens of a “minor” author, text, or 
conceptual apparatus (“minor” should be understood here in Deleuze’s sense: 
not “of lesser quality,” but marginalized, disavowed by the hegemonic ideol- 
ogy, or dealing with a “lower,” less dignified topic)? If the minor reference is 
well chosen, such a procedure can lead to insights which completely shatter 
and undermine our common perceptions. This is what Marx, among others, 
did with philosophy and religion (short-circuiting philosophical speculation 
through the lens of political economy, that is to say, economic speculation); 
this is what Freud and Nietzsche did with morality (short-circuiting the high- 
est ethical notions through the lens of the unconscious libidinal economy). 
What such a reading achieves is not a simple “desublimation,” a reduction of 
the higher intellectual content to its lower economic or libidinal cause; the 
aim of such an approach is, rather, the inherent decentering of the interpreted 
text, which brings to light its “unthought,” its disavowed presuppositions and 
consequences. 

And this is what “Short Circuits” wants to do, again and again. The under- 
lying premise of the series is that Lacanian psychoanalysis is a privileged 
instrument of such an approach, whose purpose is to illuminate a standard 
text or ideological formation, making it readable in a totally new way—the 
long history of Lacanian interventions in philosophy, religion, the arts (from 
the visual arts to the cinema, music, and literature), ideology, and politics jus- 
tifies this premise. This, then, is not a new series of books on psychoanalysis, 
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but a series of “connections in the Freudian field”—of short Lacanian inter- 
ventions in art, philosophy, theology, and ideology. 

“Short Circuits” intends to revive a practice of reading which confronts a 
classic text, author, or notion with its own hidden presuppositions, and thus 
reveals its disavowed truth. The basic criterion for the texts that will be pub- 
lished is that they effectuate such a theoretical short circuit. After reading a 
book in this series, the reader should not simply have learned something new: 
the point is, rather, to make him or her aware of another—disturbing—side 
of something he or she knew all the time. 


Slavoj Zizek 
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INTRODUCING A PSYCHOANALYTIC THEORY 


OF CYBERSPACE 


And is not this dispositif—the frame through which one can glimpse the Other 
Scene—the elementary dispositif of fantasmatic space from the prehistoric 
Lascaux paintings to computer-generated Virtual Reality? Is not the interface of 
the computer the last materialization of this frame? What defines the properly 
“human dimension” is the presence of a screen, a frame, through which we 
communicate with the “suprasensible” virtual universe to be found nowhere 
in reality. (Zizek 1999a, p. 98) 


The moment I had the opportunity to execute a philosophical-anthropological 
research project on the presuppositions and implications of cyberspace, of 
which the work at hand is the result, this passage from Slavoj Zizek’s work 
helped me link the fields of psychoanalysis and information and communica- 
tion technologies (ICT). Zizek pointed me toward taking a closer look at the 
notion of fantasy, thus bringing together the three key domains of Lacanian 
theory: the imaginary, the symbolic, and the real. Above all, I find fantasy to be 
the central concept of psychoanalysis—at least of the Freudo-Lacanian stream. 
So what better way to study identity in an age of information than taking fan- 
tasy as the thread for “thinking through digital technology”? 

Zizek's hint made for a good beginning. But then? How should I under- 
stand his idea of the “window” as the crucial element of a human reality that 
is inevitably connected to the realm of virtuality? And how is virtuality linked 
to the “other scene” of the unconscious? Did virtuality exist before its tech- 
nological incarnations? If it did, how does technological virtuality distinguish 
itself from other varieties? Grasping psychoanalytic theory itself also took 
some hard work, for it is not very obvious how fantasy works in the theory 
of Lacan. Because its role had not been set out extensively and systematically, 
Thad to carry out this job first of all, using the dispersed fragments on fantasy 
in Lacan’s oeuvre (its results can be found in my related book on fantasy in 
Lacanian theory). Thus a whole range of difficult and crucial questions follows 
the apparently simple hint dropped by Zizek. 

However tempting it might be to use Zizek’s work as a guide in developing 
answers to these questions, I thought it more accurate to turn to Lacan’s work 
itself—also the major pillar of ZiZek’s theory—for a straight development of a 
Lacanian analysis of cyberspace. This avoids the danger of getting trapped in a 
Zizekian reading of Lacanian theory, and forces one to approach the question 
of fantasy and the interface in a more systematic manner—these not being 
the most rigorous aspects of Zizek’s work (so that, at the very least, the pres- 
ent work has no precedent in that it covers the whole field of Lacanian theory 
relevant for analyzing cyberspace). And didn’t Lacan state that it was so much 
the better when one doesn’t understand his writings, since it gives a chance 
to explain them (Lacan 1999, p. 35)? 
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The subject of my investigations is cyberspace, the mental realm of the 
human-computer interface that turns us into cyborgs. By combining the 
terms “cybernetics” and “organism,” NASA scientist Manfred Clynes coined 
the word “cyborg” in 1960. Whereas the word initially referred to a human 
being whose bodily functions were aided or controlled by technological de- 
vices, nowadays the term more generally describes the dependence of human 
beings on technology, so that we can think that all who enter cyberspace be- 
come cyborgs because they depend on machines for their online life (Jordan 
1999). The technologies that I discuss are digital technologies (bluntly put, 
computers) as a medium in widely varied fields of human reality: commu- 
nication, entertainment, science, and so on. Nevertheless, as a philosophical 
anthropologist interested in the human mind, I focus primarily on the mental 
(and not so much the material) aspect of these technologies, so that the actual 
topic of my investigation is cyberspace: the mental space of the conceptualization or 
representation of the codified objects (data objects) of the computer. 

The digital revolution that forms the basis of the worldview I analyze makes 
the world, as is often said, into a huge database: a world of computerized, 
codified objects accessible only via all sorts of interfaces. From a philosophical 
perspective, this situation implies that there are three fundamental domains: 
the matrix, as the “noumenal” dimension of codified objects consisting of 
zeros and ones (the database); cyberspace, as the “phenomenal” mental space 
of the conceptualization or representation of code objects; and the interface, as 
their crucial medium. The interface is the gate leading humans into cyber- 
space, connecting us to the matrix while simultaneously, because of its par- 
ticular formations, still separating us from it as a whole—thereby preventing 
the psychotic realization of desire, as cinematically illustrated by the character 
Jobe Cyberchrist in the film The Lawnmower Man (dir. Brett Leonard, 1992), in 
which a simple man named Jobe Smith disappears into cyberspace, saying: 
“Tam God here.” 


To differentiate my use of “cyberspace” from related terms, some comments 
must be made here. One generally acknowledges that “new media” have 
three decisive characteristics: they are digital, multimedia, and interactive. 
Nevertheless, new media are not by definition synonymous with informa- 
tion and communication technologies (ICTs), a term that I have used above. 
Older, nondigital media like the telegraph and the telephone are also ICTs. 
This shows the contemporary tendency to consider all ICTs to be new media, 
because these technologies are increasingly being digitized: mobile phones, 
for instance, are digital, interactive, and also increasingly multimedia. Fur- 
thermore, new media are merely a subcategory of current digitally based 
media technologies. Whereas digitization tends to diminish the differences 


between what are called “new media” and ICTs, it remains worthwhile to also 
note their differences. 

A new media object “on the screen” does not have a one-to-one relation- 
ship to the codified object of zeros and ones in the computer databases. There 
is no intrinsic motive for the relationship between bits and their form, hence 
giving desire and fantasy an important role in this interfacing with bits. The 
increasingly problematic status of the notion of identity in an age of digital 
technologies coheres to this issue (see chapter 1). 

The applications’ algorithms that digitize an object into computer codes 
determine how the object is codified, and also how it “reappears” on the 
screen. Different applications can stage the code object differently in our real- 
ity. The appearance of the object hence also depends on technological possi- 
bilities and limitations. Whereas “old media” usually only have one interface 
for showing the object, new media often have several interfaces. (A film screen 
opens only one format of a film, while a computer screen can set up several 
formats for a digital film; a traditional text has to be read in the form of, for 
instance, a book, while a hypertext has different possible appearances.) 

When there is no strict identity of code object and its format (or forma- 
tion), no full correspondence or analogy, the relationship between user and 
sign (on the screen) goes beyond interpretation and hermeneutics. The tech- 
nological formation of the object introduces into this ideal relationship—in 
which the sign supposedly expresses an ideal, abstract concept: the word 
“face,” for instance, should refer to a steady mental picture—a “distorting” 
(disturbing) element. Therefore the relation of user and sign is also “cyber- 
netic”: the object’s form also depends on the technological media that stage 
it for us. 


My central thesis is that the computer screen functions in cyberspace as a 
psychological space—as the screen of fantasy. Since the world as a database (the 
matrix) cannot appear to us (in cyberspace) without media that open it up 
(interfaces), the interface, I claim, has a similar status to that of fantasy in La- 
canian theory. For Lacan considers fantasy also (at least in my analysis) to be 
an inevitable medium for “interfacing” the inaccessible real and the world of 
imaginary depictions and symbolic representations that humans mentally live 
in. The theoretical turn (twist, distortion?) that I make here consists of course 
in going from a “psychological” theory concerning the intermediate screen 
to its current digital formations. But as cyberspace is to such a large extent a 
“psychological space,” I consider this transformation worthwhile and hope 
to show that it is valid. 

Viewed in the context of Lacan’s ideas on the codification of objects in 
memory, and their subsequent recollection, what catches the eye is Lacan’s 
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denial that this process is a matter of clear language or pure codes. As he shows 
in his discussion of cybernetic theory, such a presumed clear language of zeros 
and ones is always “distorted” by a “screen” that belongs to the human mind 
itself (see chapter 3). Lacan’s “first model” of fantasy, in which imaginary 
elements mediate the codified object and its representations, already evinces 
a likeness to the model of the new media object. I therefore think that, from 
a Freudo-Lacanian psychoanalytical point of view, this fantasmatic mediation 
of the code object is what the computer interface is all about. Just as Lacan 
considers the formation of an object to be largely determined by the (fantas- 
matic) possibilities and limitations of the human mind, technological inter- 
faces determine the appearance of an object. Therefore the “human mind” is 
working in technologies. Just as early humans painted their other Self on the 
walls of their caves, and thereby opened up and created their world, modern 
humans “paint” or design their virtual Self on or with the interfaces of com- 
puter technologies. 


Lining up technologies with language does not necessarily mean envisag- 
ing them as merely “linguistic” or semiotic phenomena codifying objects 
in “new languages.” Neither does my position regard them as laying a sub- 
stitute layer of new images over “real reality.” The “deepest” aspect of digital 
technologies—where they touch most upon reality “as we know it”—is their 
combination of symbolic (codes, signs), imaginary (audiovisuals), and real 
aspects (“affects,” pulses). The avatar is the model for illustrating this process. 
An avatar is a virtual persona that we assume when we pick up a self-image 
and use it to stride through a virtual world on the Internet, or when we 
“write” our identity in a text-based community. By extension, it is the “face” 
of ourselves that we present to the other in all sort of computer-mediated 
communication. Even email messages and personal websites might thus gen- 
erate our avatars. 

The avatar illustrates the three orders that Lacan uses to analyze human 
reality: the symbolic, the imaginary, and the real (I discuss these orders in 
their relation to ICTs in chapter 2, 4, and 5). For the avatar consists both of 
self-images and symbolic elements of self-representation. We can have, for 
example, “virtual” (computer-mediated) meetings, for business, entertain- 
ing, or therapeutic purposes, in a virtual reality environment or in a virtual 
environment that I can enter via my PC. My self-representation in such virtual 
spaces consists of imaginary and symbolic elements: there is an image of my 
face or of my entire body, and I use spoken language and other codes in order 
to represent myself properly. The question then is, of course, whether this 
virtual Self is still related to the real Self. And here we touch upon the crucial 
notion of the real. My thesis considers the avatar to be related to the real just 
as—following my interpretation of Lacan—the screen or fantasy formation is 


related to the real. Fantasy is not merely a duplication of the real but also an 
inevitable formation of it.The human Self exists in a world of reflections. What 
would we be without our decoration and staging, without our “clothes”? 
Nothing; we would be “naked” —in the domain of the unbearable real of be- 
ing, which therefore needs (protective) mediation. 

So it may be true that we create our virtual personae in order to get a pleas- 
ant image of ourselves; it shows the order of virtual images and codes as led 
by affectivity. But we may question whether this is merely a desire for simple 
pleasure, just as Freudo-Lacanian psychoanalysis questions whether the rela- 
tionship between fantasy formations and the real is merely one of substitute 
(stand-in) pleasure. There might be a more profound relationship between 
them, so that a surplus of enjoyment, staged by fantasy, is already working in 
human reality (see chapter 6). We might forget the defensive function of the 
screen, and too easily take the real as a given within easy reach. Lacan relates 
the real to the impossible and thus places psychoanalysis in a tradition that 
locates truth in the realm of tragedy. He even claims that psychoanalysis be- 
comes impossible in societies that have lost a sense of tragedy—which might 
be confirmed by Baudrillard’s description of a society of hyper (“happy”) 
realities: in it, the unconscious “evaporates” (Baudrillard 1994). 


Since the present work also tries to (re) articulate the “Lacanian subject” in the 
age of information by means of contemporary examples and cases, its subject 
is also an “updated” explanation of Lacan’s theory of subjectivity. Therefore 
my method is two-edged. My use of Lacanian theory to analyze the “life on 
the screen” tries simultaneously to illustrate and articulate the sometimes 
difficult and abstract notions of Lacanian theory. My method is to (re)think 
Lacanian theory and to apply it to ICTs, taking into consideration some of the 
most relevant research on this topic. 

Considering the computer interface a fantasmatic window for representing 
the “real object” may thus bring about other perspectives in Lacanian thought 
as well, which currently remains focused on language as the primary human 
universe. Analyzing the interface as a fantasy screen may bring in technol- 
ogy as a force that could have similar effects on the human universe. Lacan’s 
theoretical development in any case shows an interesting parallel to develop- 
ments in technological culture, such as the shift of focus from language as an 
autonomous structure to fantasy as the elementary medium. This shift seems 
well suited to grasping new media’s pretense of “showing” the object with 
several, different interfaces. 

Lacan’s theory passes beyond the idea of a notion of identity (the paternal 
metaphor) determining paternalistic society. My focus on fantasy allows for 
a much greater understanding of difference, without casting Lacan as a post- 
modernist, for he does not let go of the principle of a formal, “rationalistic” 
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subject—without claiming that it is a “substance.” Thus he establishes a theory 
of the subject with fantasy as its pivotal notion. This virtual subject, the I to 
be found nowhere in reality, cannot avoid “actualizing” itself continuously in 
new formations, or in (on) new technological interfaces. This subject theory, 
I claim, can offer an alternative to the currents of modernism, with its claims 
of “identity,” and postmodernism, with its condemnation of “identity.” The 
Cartesian I that we use to refer to ourselves is fundamentally mediated, and is 
remediated by the extensions of ourselves in new media. 


CHAPTER 1 
THE QUESTION CONCERNING TECHNOLOGY 


AND DESIRE 


1.1 FANTASY AT THE INTERFACE 


1.1.1. A Freudian view of cyberspace 

Cyberspace is the “electronic space” that came into existence during the 1960s 
through a joining together of various computer networks; it became a broad 
social phenomenon between the 1980s and early 1990s. The interfaces that 
lead us into cyberspace prove that one cannot detach technology from desire. 
William Gibson’s classical description of cyberspace as a “consensual halluci- 
nation” designates its intimate relationship with desire. Digital technologies 
promise to transcend familiar reality and to reconnect us to the paradise that 
reality has taken from us. Down with the detours and delays of reality: let us 
have instant gratification! With the computer we can connect to porn sites 
that satisfy sexual wishes, we can be the hero of our own (game) world, and 
so on. 

In many cases the fantasies accompanying computer technologies boil 
down to the notion that they offer us means to surpass the limits that reality 
imposes upon us. The standard fantasy about the new worlds opened up by 
computer technologies considers them as new spaces where all the old limits 
might be transcended (Chesher 1997, p. 79). They offer to relieve us of the 
burdens of reality. From a Freudian perspective, this wish-fulfilling aspect 
of technology functions as the realized fantasies of a hallucination. What we 
cannot have in reality, we can have via the fantasy screen (of the computer). 
As a “consensual hallucination,” cyberspace would be the utopic, new ideal 
world. 

From a dystopic viewpoint, cyberspace is nothing more than an imagi- 
nary illusion: a world of false appearances alienating us from the real world. 
Nevertheless, a Freudian perspective must question such a sharp distinction 
between reality and illusion. And this is what Sherry Turkle does. In her 2002 
Freud Lecture at the Sigmund Freud Society in Vienna, this prominent Internet 
(psycho)analyst describes cyberspace as what some have called—following 
the terminology of Erik Erikson—a “psychosocial moratorium.” Cyberspace 
offers a “time out” from reality, during which people can experiment with 
their identity. Just as Freud describes fantasizing as a “time out” during reality 
testing, Turkle interprets cyberspace as such an always-available playground: 
“Time in cyberspace reworks the notion of moratorium because it may 
now exist on an always-available ‘window’” (Turkle 2002, §4). Yet the idea of 
a sharp distinction between reality and the fantasy space of cyberspace does 
not necessarily follow, for she appeals to Erikson in order to suggest that this 
withdrawal from reality is necessary for personal identity itself: experimenta- 
tion facilitates the development of a “core self” (Turkle 2002, §4). 

Translated into Freudo-Lacanian terminology, Turkle’s remarks signify that 
cyberspace is not merely a fantasy reserve for the pure functioning of the 
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pleasure principle. It is also a window for gaining insight into what actually is 
the object of desire. As a staging of the drives, it may offer a blindly desiring 
subject a view of what it wants and what kind of objects respond to that desire. 
As such, it is the condition for fantasizing: only after having a notion of what one 
wants can one stage the objects in imaginary scenes (Bernet 1996, p. 175).Al- 
though the Internet is of course an enormous playground for gaining pleasure 
from imaginary scenes, Turkle also shifts the attention to a deeper aspect. For 
a desiring being, fantasy is a vital window for being in the world. In Freudian 
theory, these two aspects of fantasy as an imaginary screen and a conditional 
window are closely connected, as I will briefly show by means of Freud’s 
central notion of the lost object. 

For Freud the hallucinative experience is a revival of earlier, real experi- 
ences. In the case of imbibing food by means of the mother’s breast, the real 
or actual object of the drive (the breast) is lost. Fantasy tries to recover this 
object, but all it can do is to generate a substitutive experience of satisfaction. 
Although Freud uses fantasy as an “illusory” function that does not take reality 
into account, we can already discern a constitutive function in fantasy, because 
it is the recovery of the lost, real object that motivates us to confront external 
reality. Then fantasy is not solely the opposite of reality but also the (libidinal) 
motivation of our odyssey through reality. 

In her essay on the role of foundational psychical fantasies in our current 
technological world, Teresa Brennan also touches on the Freudian theme of 
the subject of desire positing its own unconscious fantasies in the production 
of objects, as well as in their consumption. She stresses that consumer goods 
encapsulate foundational fantasies—that is, psychical fantasies operating 
throughout human history—which we now find expressed in commodities. 
The desire for instant gratification, the desire to imitate the original, and the 
desire for the mother are part of an original human condition (Brennan 1993, 
p. 94). This would imply that we constantly buy the same consumer goods (or 
are attracted to them) because they express transhistorical fantasies. 

In her Electronic Eros (1996), Claudia Springer shows that a similar desire, 
the desire to merge (with technology), permeates many expressions of popu- 
lar culture. And the work of psychologist, systems analyst, and philosopher 
Raymond Barglow may support the idea that “constitutive myths” pervade 
information technologies, as he maintains that they assume many maternal 
characteristics. As providers of information, they are bounteous mothers of 
a kind: all-knowing, all-powerful, limitlessly nourishing (Barglow 1994, 
p. 132). This “mythology” is actually built into technology. For instance, the 
voice control system in the cockpit of the Eurofighter jet enables the (usually 
male) pilot to perform tasks using his voice; in return, a computer voice gives 
him the information he asks for. It is intriguing that this computer voice is 
female, because the pilots react best to a female voice. Or, as one of the pilots 


put it, “Mama knows best.” The affective relationship with the computer voice 
leads to better performances. Another example comes from Clifford Nass, a 
leading theorist who focuses on the relationship between technology and 
psychology. In his study of voice user interface design, he discovered, first 
of all, that people react the same to a synthesized voice as to a natural one. 
Secondly, he found that fantasy plays an important role in the perception of 
a computer voice: a “male” computer voice is often perceived as competent 
and concise, whereas “female” computer voices are believed to be better in 
communicating on topics such as relationships and love (Nass et al. 2003). 

Freudian theory depicting fantasy as what “rules” the formation of the 
desirable object gives us an awareness of a deep psychological structuration 
of the world. Much more than we are aware of, fantasy organizes our percep- 
tion of the world. And technologies actually seem to embody this psycho- 
logical level. Lacanian theory depicts fantasy as a medium that supports our 
reality by making it an attractive or engaging process (beyond our “instru- 
mental” involvement): in a crucial passage from The Four Fundamental Concepts 
of Psycho-analysis, Lacan makes a very instructive distinction for understand- 
ing our interfacing with technological media. He distinguishes between the 
English terms “aim” and “goal” in order to “clear up the mystery of the Ziel- 
gehemmt,” the drive that attains satisfaction without attaining its goal (Lacan 
1998b, p. 179).A partial drive can reach its aim, which is to attain satisfaction 
by circling around the object, without achieving its goal, the realization of 
its biological function or the consumption of the object. Rendering Lacan’s 
description of the fantasy object in the case of the oral drive is illustrative: “It 
is not introduced as the original food, it is introduced from the fact that no 
food will ever satisfy the oral drive, except by circumventing the eternally 
lacking object” (ibid., p. 180). Fantasy as a medium that constructs the drive’s 
object can provide satisfaction—and actually does so in most cases—without 
fulfilling (“natural”) needs. According to Lacan, this duplicity is a human 
characteristic: the drive aims at a continuation of satisfaction and not merely at a 
fulfillment of a need. It is this excess of pleasure that accounts for much of 
our construction of reality. 

In our electronic realities we can find the same functioning of fantasy ob- 
jects as media that support the reality we live in and provide pleasure. The cell 
phone, for instance, sustains the construction of a reality of mobile commu- 
nication. And it is obvious that it does so by providing pleasure (of chatting) 
and enjoyment (of contemplating the beauty of the latest gadgets). Cyber- 
space itself would not be worth bothering about without the functioning of 
fantasy. Online psychotherapy, and online relationships in general, would be 
uninteresting—and hence would stop—without our (unconsciously) posit- 
ing “something” in the impressions that we get from the other on the screen 
(Lacan converts this “thing” into theory as the object a: the object that causes 
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desire and sets desire in motion; fantasy decorates, and designs, this object). 
The other is more than his screen image. The whole sexual thing on the Inter- 
net would stop without its fantasmatic support. For if we simply measured it 
against “true, face-to-face reality,” we would immediately realize that it is not 
real, and would quit surfing. 

Online virtual worlds are also an expression of fantasy, but, as many users 
attest, they are far from being merely an imaginary illusion: users love them 
and “live in them”—with all the ambiguities attached to that phrase. Deborah 
Lupton’s description of the inherent antagonism in this love affair of human 
and computer anticipates the issue of the (human-computer interface as a) 
fantasy screen that is both opening up and fending off the unrepresentable 
real dimension of reality: 


The relationship between users and PCs is similar to that between lovers or 
close friends. An intimate relationship with others involves ambivalence: fear 
as well as pleasure. As we do with people we feel are close to us, we invest part 
of ourselves in PCs. We struggle with the pleasures and fears of dependency: 
to trust is to reap the rewards of security, but it is also to render ourselves 
vulnerable to risk. Blurring the boundaries between self and other calls up 
abjection, the fear and horror of the unknown, the indefinable. . .. Computer 
users, therefore, are both attracted towards the promises of cyberspace, in 
the utopian freedom from the flesh, its denial of the body, the opportunity to 
achieve a cyborgian seamlessness and to “connect” with others, but are also 
threatened by its potential to engulf the self and expose one’s vulnerability to 
the penetration of enemy others. (Lupton 2000, p. 487) 


1.1.2 Fantasy as design 

As a central theme in the philosophy of technology, design is generally con- 
sidered to be a process, pattern, or scheme that describes how to realize a 
practical aim, function, or artifact. It has to take account of two different sorts 
of constraints (Mitcham 1980, p. 308; Brey 1997). The first is the scientific 
or technological constraint: it is only possible to create what is technically 
possible. The second is the “social constraint”: the design process has to take 
account of the social, economic, and cultural demands that are imposed on it 
(safety regulations, standards, norms, prices, dominant aesthetics, and so on). 
Design involves both engineers and artists. Whereas efficiency is the ideal of 
engineering design, beauty is the ideal of artistic design—and beauty is not so 
much a question of materials and energy as of form (Mitcham 1994, p. 229). 
Interface theorist Steven Johnson expresses the idea that the interface is not 
so much a matter of engineering and programming tricks as it is about the 
design of desire. This technological enterprise is basically an artistic matter: 
interface design might be the art form of the twenty-first century (johnson 
1997, p.213). 


The perspective of the technological Eros stresses this role of “ideals” (fan- 
tasies) in the process of design. Designing relates directly to the human subject 
because “designing (from the Latin word designare, ‘to mark out’) . . . is, as it 
were, reified intention” (Mitcham 1994, p. 200). Design is to a large extent a 
matter of desire, both on an individual and a collective scale. Hence the mani- 
festation of the technological Eros in design can help to clarify, for example, 
why people in a specific culture or subculture all try to look the same and love 
the same gadgets. For example, why did Michael Jackson suffer all his plastic 
surgery operations, and why does a computer addict sacrifice his relationship 
by being online all the time? (These examples indicate the difficulty of clearly 
separating the individual and the transindividual level, for doesn’t the cultural 
context also determine Jackson’s fantasy of his “perfect” face?) Technological 
Eros therefore stresses an element in the list of “social constraints” in the de- 
sign process that is beyond pragmatic, instrumental, and teleological reason. 

In his investigation of electronic technologies, Derrick de Kerckhove gives 
an equally broad scope to the intermediate status of design. He considers 
technology, as an extension of our mental and bodily functions, to be an 
externalization of our inner selves. Design gives a form to these technologi- 
cal extensions of ourselves, and is therefore at the interface of the body and 
the mind, the material and the cultural, our “inside” and “outside”: “Design, 
as I understand it, is a modulation of the relationship between the human 
body and the environment as it is modified by technology. Technology comes 
out of the human body and design makes sense of it .. . mind and body are 
so intermingled that it is pointless to separate them” (De Kerckhove 1995, 
p. 156). Therefore a clear distinction between the material and the formal is, 
in his opinion, impossible. The place where we exist is in the between (in the 
middle, in media), where the content is intermixed with the form (or, in La- 
can’s theory, truth with fantasy). As a creation of the surface of things, design 
is “the skin of culture,” De Kerckhove says; this description makes clear the 
immense importance of technological design (or technology as design) for 
the understanding of our culture and ourselves. As such a “skin of culture,” 
design functions, I claim, as a technological externalization of the function of 
fantasy that Lacanian theory describes. 

When one moves from technology in general via electronic technologies 
to “immersive technologies” like virtual reality, one can make even stronger 
claims about the role of design. As virtual reality is entirely based on software 
activities, it is the closest one can get to “pure” design (De Kerckhove 1995, 
p. 89). The goal of designing interfaces has always been to immerse the user 
in the virtual environment of the screen: think for example of the movie 
theater, with the surrounding screen of the IMAX theater as its apogee. Virtual 
reality is currently as close as one can get to the design of a “fully realized 
world” on the screen. It is the most intense experience of designer presence, 
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the best illusion of an experience of “being there” without mediation: “pure” 
technological enjoyment—or perhaps in actuality a manufactured enjoyment 
(see chapter 6). 


1.1.3 Designing presence with metaphors 

Metaphors play a crucial role in designing the form that digital information 
takes (Johnson 1997, p.45).They help us to imagine and represent the infor- 
mation (a visual metaphor like a folder on a desktop) and to make sense of it (a 
discursive metaphor like “the information superhighway” as a representation 
of the Internet). Metaphors are means to give form to what does not (yet) 
have a place in reality “as we know it.” They even link the nonrepresentable 
as such to familiar representations; all speaking about God can thus be said 
to be metaphorical. The notion of metaphors, for instance in the influential 
theory of linguist George Lakoff and philosopher Mark Johnson (Lakoff and 
Johnson 1980), is therefore crucial for the understanding of virtual reality, 
for virtual environments can be considered objectified metaphors delivered 
as sensory patterns (Biocca 1997, §1.2). According to Sandy Stone, cyber- 
space is nothing but a space in which everything, including bodies, exists as 
something close to a metaphor (Stone 2001, p. 190). And Marshall McLuhan 
calls the spoken word the first technology by which humans grasped their 
environment in a new way (an opinion shared by Lacan). The metaphors that 
intersperse speech hence have a constitutive function. But besides the spoken 
and the written word, McLuhan argues, optical, mechanical, and electronic 
technologies have throughout history been “active metaphors” and “transla- 
tors” between human and world: 


All media are active metaphors in their power to translate experiences into new 
forms. (McLuhan 1994, p. 57) 


Just as a metaphor transforms and transmits experience, so do the media. (Ibid., 
p. 59) 


Interface metaphors represent data objects that do not have a phenomenal 
existence. They are, to speak in Kantian terms, of the noumenal dimension. 
Information design transforms the data objects into something visible or 
understandable, something meaningful: objects of representation. And this 
transformation is not completely “objective,” because the digitized real world 
does not possess in itself a structure or form according to which it should 
appear. For what is the true form of a data object? Is it the way it appears on 
your computer display, or on mine? And what is the true representation of 
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cyberspace? Is it a huge brain (Pierre Lévy’s “Collective Intelligence”), a da- 


tabase, or a medium? And if we digitize a dog into a data object, what would 


subsequently be the “essential form” of a dog? A Tamagochi, the meaning of 
a dog reduced to the exact codes by which it is communicated? And even if 
objects did have a true form, this form might be impossible to retrieve. For 
example: whatever amount of information on the Big Bang we may have, it 
will still be impossible to visualize it in a virtual reality environment in its true 
form, because the event withdraws itself from its (technological) imaging. Pla- 
tonism, the doctrine of the true form, is hard to maintain in the digital age. 

So we should avoid considering cyberspace as an objective fact or objective 
information. It is a product of human imagination, in which we use known 
metaphors for a new domain of information and communication. These met- 
aphors inevitably go along with a distortion, misrepresentation, or bias of the 
domain that they structure, since they describe it as something other than 
what it is. Lacanian theory incorporates this notion of metaphors by consider- 
ing distortion as an aspect of human reality itself. Metaphors link the subject 
to the “original” event. Freud describes this metaphorical structure as one of 
the two basic mechanisms of the unconscious and calls it “condensation.” 
A representation represents (“condenses”) several associative chains and is 
therefore overdetermined. Several associative elements compose a dream im- 
age and other “formations of the unconscious” that therefore do not have a 
single referent. A character in a dream, for instance, is an “assembly” of traits 
of different persons. Those “metaphorical formations” do, however, form a 
link between a person’s conscious life and the reality of his unconscious. They 
represent something of the inaccessible real—just as a dream character may 
represent, partially, a repressed truth. 

Lacan therefore describes the Freudian process of condensation as a meta- 
phorical process (Lacan 1998b, p. 247). By means (or media) of association 
and composition, there arises a representation of something that does not 
exist as such. The metaphor is therefore always a substitution: it substitutes 
a “real presence” that is impossible. And the computer deals with this im- 
possible real, as a machine that can present photorealistic representations of 
impossible, nonexisting worlds and phenomena (Darley 2000). For Lacan, 
it is exactly the metaphorical dimension of language that precludes the truth 
of being (in the metaphysics of presence: the Idea, God, Logos) from being 
represented in exact language. All of our reality can therefore be said to be 
metaphorical. We never see “reality as it really is,” but always via (conceptual) 
frameworks. The displays of the computerized world that surround us are new 
frameworks, in which we design our reality via the metaphorization of data. 
This metaphorization proceeds along the two basic principles that character- 
ize most computer applications: selection and compositing. 

As they compose the “real thing,” we must be careful not to take meta- 
phors literally, though this can be very tempting in case of the (metaphorical) 
worlds that computers create. George Lakoff explains: “This kind of mistake 
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happens because, first, people use metaphors unconsciously, and, secondly, 
because you must use metaphor to understand most of what happens in a 
computer” (Lakoff 1995, p. 128). This is the conundrum we are in: we inevi- 
tably “live in metaphors” and at the same time we must avoid the seduction 
of taking them literally. 


1.1.4 Channels of perception: The imagination and the understanding 
Data objects do not exist “in the real.” The “real” of such an object is, rather, 
its code, assembled from zeros and ones (see also section 2.3.1). Cyberspace 
in general is therefore conceivable in this dimension of a reality without 
“real” objects, by proceeding from Kantian philosophy in which it is the hu- 
man subject that also constructs the object with his or her imagination and 
understanding. 

Here I want to raise the matter from a Kantian perspective, and start with 
Frank Biocca’s clarification of the functioning of virtual reality: “In immersive 
VR the whole interface defines the boundaries and shape of the body by de- 
fining the boundary between inside and outside, between the part of the VR 
world that is ‘me’ and the part that is ‘the world.’ . . . From coherent patterns of 
energy impinging on the senses (i.e., the proximal stimulus) the virtual world 
is divided into ‘self’ and ‘environment’” (Biocca 1997). Computer interfaces, 
in this case those of immersive virtual reality, stimulate different sensory chan- 
nels: visual (via head-mounted display), aural (spatial audio), tactile (tactile 
feedback), and proprioceptive (force feedback and motion display). On the 
basis of (“real”) data, the computer transforms sensations of a virtual world 
into a mental representation of a reality. The virtual reality interface synthe- 
sizes the (chaotic) stimuli, simultaneously causing a coherent perception of 
a (virtual) reality. 

This transformation of (the real of) the computer code into the physical 
sensations of the computer output is already a “synthesizing” activity that the 
computer appropriates from the human subject, for whom it is—according 
to Kant—the most elementary activity in relation to the “object.” For Kant, 
the human subject positions the (sensible) impressions of objects in the di- 
mensions of space and time by means of the (transcendental) imagination, just 
as a television screen synthesizes electronic pulses and displays them as a 
coherent picture in time and space. As channels of imagination, the interfaces 
also function in this manner, similar to Lacan’s understanding of fantasy—an 
issue I will address extensively further on in this book (particularly chapter 
4). For Lacan, fantasy, or the imaginary order, both synthesizes the manifold 
stimuli originating in internal and external reality “into a number of pre- 
formed frameworks,” and anticipates an ideal unity. 

Not just the (transcendental) imagination determines perception. From 
the perspective of Kantian theory, the interesting point to be made is that 


we should not think of perception as preceding the arrangement made by 
the understanding. The conceptual apparatus determines the senses, even before 
perception occurs. This much, as Horkheimer and Adorno already showed 
in 1947, both Kant and Hollywood film production know: “Intuitively, Kant 
foretold what Hollywood consciously put into practice: in the very process of 
production, images are precensored according to the norm of the understand- 
ing which will later govern their apprehension” (Simmons 1995, p. 147). 

For Kant, it is what he calls the “anticipation of perception” that must en- 
sure we are dealing with a real object of experience. Now, for the subject of 
the human-computer interface—for whom the computer is the framework 
that establishes the appearances—the question is whether a “real” object at 
the level of experience corresponds to the “codified object.” Is the experience 
that a virtual reality installation provides also good enough to confine reality 
to it? Or does it fool us (turn us into hallucinating fools) by making us ille- 
gitimately apply the category of reality to its simulated experiences? That is, 
does it lead us into the illusion of presence, by exceeding the limits of (real) 
experience? 

In her “Reflections on Real Presence by a Virtual Person,” Carrie Heeter 
concludes that it is not technology alone that engages the subjective experi- 
ence of presence. Real presence (here: the experience of “being there”) is 
not only a matter of sensory realism and “real” sensory stimuli. She illustrates 
this by her visit to the space shuttle Enterprise. Despite the total physical real- 
ism, she did not particularly feel as if she was there, because her sense of 
presence was dampened by expectations, lack of familiarity, limited prior 
experience, and limited cognitive schemas (Heeter 2003, p. 336). Giving 
a survey of the literature on presence, she suggests that presence is not a 
static internal state but varies from moment to moment. And in daily life 
different individuals experience different amounts of presence. Furthermore, 
there is a difference between numerous moments of moderate presence and 
peak moments of extreme presence: “Some individuals are probably pres- 
ence junkies, seeking intensity all the time. Others are the opposite, avoiding 
being present as much as possible” (Heeter 2003, p. 339). She rejects the 
dichotomy of perception (“perceptual processing”) as presence and con- 
ception (“conceptual processing”) as absence. Both can evoke presence, as 
long as they are tied to current sensory stimuli. Cognitive processes such as 
perception, attention, learning, thought, and affect must be closely tied to 
current perceptual stimuli in order to generate experiences of presence. So, 
as Heeter’s Space Camp mission illustrates, presence may be lower during a 
real visit with inadequate conceptual processing (high expectations of what 
it would be like to be on a space shuttle, no sense of danger, little knowledge 
of or experience with the shuttle) than during a virtual, simulated visit with 
better conceptual processing. 
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The “Kantian” conclusion is that for “real presence” the objects must (also) 
conform, or pattern themselves, to the human subject. It is not simply sensory 
realism that takes the measure of presence; presence is the result of the inter- 
facing of the real (stimuli) and the virtual (mind). It is presence for a subject. 


1.1.5 Mind the gap! 

The human subject also determines the appearance of the real object. This is 
the Kantian revolution that is so important for an understanding of the digital 
age: the insight that, in psychoanalytic terms, the needs, interests, and desires 
of the user also determine the way the data object appears on the computer 
display. Both Kantian philosophy and Freudian psychoanalysis subscribe to 
the idea that truth cannot be equated—in the modern scientific sense of 
Descartes—with the exactitude of the representation. Thus, it may already 
become a little clearer that for Lacan fantasy is the dimension that we must 
not exclude when we consider the Cartesian ideal of exact representation (see 
section 3.3.4). Even more, fantasy is actually the “content” of this format of 
representation. There is a gap between the object and its “exact” representa- 
tion, and in this gap the (unconscious) functioning of fantasy takes place, 
as imaginary and metaphorical (trans)formations of data into new forms of 
reality. 

In an uncritical approach, the notion that technologies—from photogra- 
phy to virtual reality—can achieve an unmediated presentation of what they 
represent, or an “undistorted” relation between subject and object, is still very 
compelling (Bolter and Grusin 2000, p. 30). For users hardly notice that the 
“images” they deal with are built up of discontinuous elements. But when one 
takes a closer look, one must admit that the digital world is discontinuous; it 
represents by means of discrete units (like the digital clock with its “jumps”). 
So, as Steven Holzman concludes, there will always be a gap of some sort in 
any digital representation (Holzman 1998, p. 164). 

This discontinuity, however, does not characterize digital representations 
only. All sign systems have such a gap: they never represent the object as 
a perfect copy, but always by means of something (words, images, and so 
on) different from what it represents. Furthermore, in sign systems there are 
always processes of selection and composition of elements. (For instance in 
a sentence: which words do I choose, and how do I combine them? Lacan 
elaborated these processes into the metaphorical and metonymic axes of lan- 
guage.) The two basic principles that guide most computer applications also 
are selection and composition, as mentioned earlier. In many cases the mate- 
rials of new media objects are selected from a database of documents. In his 
analysis of hypertexts, the “texts” that construct the World Wide Web, Espen 
Aarseth puts this problematic of the part and the whole in a central position. 
In hypertexts we never reach completion because there are always links that 


we haven't investigated yet. Because of this “constitutive leftover,” hypertexts 
are structurally constructed around aporias: “the hypertext aporia prevents 
us from making sense of the whole because we may not have access to a par- 
ticular part. Aporia here becomes a trope, an absent piece de résistance rather 
than the usual transcendental resistance of the (absent) meaning of a difficult 
passage” (Aarseth 1997, p. 91). 

In the context of a theory of new media, Lacan’s basic notion of mediation 
through the Other (alienation) is crucial: the Other is the reservoir of signifying 
elements we use to construct linguistic representations, and the locus where 
speaking takes place (see section 2.2.3). It teaches us that all representations 
are already discontinuous with “real reality,” since they consist of discrete 
units (the binary oppositions of structural anthropology—high/low, in/out, 
etc.—or those of digitality—zeros and ones). And with this awareness of the 
constitutive role of the big Other, one could doubt whether it is the introduc- 
tion of digital images as such—embroidering on the prior introduction of 
photographic, film, or television images—that leads to a bigger distrust of 
their veracity (Simons 2002, pp. 165 and 322). Representation always was 
to a large extent a matter of selection and composition. Although new media 
may supply us representations with a strong sense of photorealism, these 
representations still are a “language” in that they compose an “image” of the 
object by means of discrete and discontinuous units. This composition gives 
room to the fantasmatic formation of the object. 

It is not without reason that some critics describe reality in the digital era as 
resembling the psychic reality that psychoanalysis analyzes: they both consist 
of the compositing of different elements or fragments. An essay called “Digi- 
tal Desire” stresses this correspondence between digital media and Freud’s 
theory: digital media represent history through fragments, in the form of 
images, sound bites, and video clips, without revealing the whole in detail 
(Savage 2000). In this gap Freud posits the functioning of the unconscious, 
with the psychic reality of fantasy as its core: fantasy “fills in” the gap. There- 
fore, Freudian theory is an instrument well suited to the analysis of the digital 
era. One consequence is that one cannot easily use Freudo-Lacanian theory 
for a romantic criticism of technology, as witnessed especially the 1960s 
(Mitcham 1994, p. 243). Technology is not alienation from a pretechnologi- 
cal real world. 


1.2 TECHNOLOGICAL EROS 


1.2.1. Philosophy of technology: Substantialism and constructivism 

Now that I have introduced (digital) technologies from a Freudian point of 
view, it is useful to discuss the broader scope of philosophies of technology 
so that the Freudian position becomes more articulate. First of all I will try 
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to define what technology is. Not a simple task, for there is hardly any con- 
sensus on the meaning of the term “technology.” However, there is a gener- 
ally accepted—although not completely homogeneous—understanding of 
what technology refers to (Mitcham 1980 and 1994). First of all there is the 
“commonsense” view that identifies technology with particular artifacts, such 
as tools, machines, and computers. The second conception stresses the idea 
that the fundamental issue of technology is not the objects that are made 
but the process of making and using those objects. It focuses on the invention, 
design, and public use of technology. A third conception views technology as 
a kind of knowledge, consisting of skills, rules, laws, and theories that teach us 
how to achieve the technological artifact we desire. The fourth conception of 
technology relates it to the aims, intentions, desires, and choices of humans 
as the “users” of technology: technology as volition. It is on this most difficult 
and “hidden” aspect of technology, which considers it as grounded in some 
human act of the will (Mitcham 1980, p. 316), that I will focus.' 

Philosophies of technology revolve to a considerable extent around the 
question of whether humans are autonomous in their use of technology or 
whether technology is, instead, an autonomous mover in the human world. 
The substantialist view of technology propagated by its first generation of 
twentieth-century philosophers—Martin Heidegger, Lewis Mumford, and 
Jacques Ellul—and later by such thinkers as Neil Postman and Don Ihde holds 
that technology has a transformative effect on our perception and awareness, 
on politics and society, and on our culture as a whole. Technology hence pro- 
foundly interferes with subjectivity: it is a strong “mediator” that transforms 
our perception of being. This vision strongly opposes the commonsense 
view—which is not very common among theoreticians—that technology 
is a neutral instrument that we can use for all sorts of different goals. This 
does not mean that the major current in the philosophy of technology is the 
substantialist one, quite the opposite. New, mostly American philosophers of 
technology support the view that technology is a (social) construction. 

The British thinkers Thomas Hughes and Trevor Pinch, working with their 
Dutch colleague Wiebe Bijker, laid the foundations of social constructivist 
theories in The Social Construction of Technological Systems (1987). Social construc- 
tivism strongly opposes the substantialist view of technology as determining 
history and society. Such a technological determinism presents technology 
as a system with inevitable and irresistible social (or other) effects. In “hard 
determinism” (Levinson 1997, pp. 3—4), technology is an autonomous force 
that shapes humans and the world and eliminates human autonomy. The 
“soft” version of technological determinism also holds that technology has 
a determining influence, but it is not the only determining factor. The shape 
of society, culture, and subjectivity is the result of several forces (economic, 
military, social), of which technology is only one. Whereas this emphasis on 


multicausality involves an overdetermination of an effect by multiple causes, 
the “soft” version of technological determinism still thinks in a scheme of 
cause and effect. Social constructivism tries to break out of this scheme. 

Although there are different approaches in social constructivism, a com- 
mon feature is the view of technological development as a contingent process 
that involves heterogeneous factors. Different actors or relevant social groups 
play a decisive role in technological change. They are engaged in all sorts of 
strategies in order to shape technology to their own plans. The directions 
and goals of technologies therefore depend on the choices and influences 
of the different social groups that carry out their design and implementa- 
tion. By stressing the importance of the choices of actors and groups, and by 
its empirical approach, social constructivism tries to distance itself from the 
“monolithic” approach of technological determinism, and hence is much 
more in accord with the current distaste for “grand narratives.” 


1.2.2 Technology beyond conscious intentions 

Social constructivism received important criticism in an influential article 
by Langdon Winner (1991), who used it as an umbrella term for the body 
of ideas of a variety of thinkers such as Steve Woolgar, Trevor Pinch, Wiebe 
Bijker, and Bruno Latour. Winner’s critique concerns social constructivism’s 
lack of consideration for the deeper structures that govern technology: it 
does not pay attention to the power struggles and the political dimensions 
that underlie the so-called construction of technology by social groups. It 
also ignores the influence of the broader cultural context on the shaping of 
technology. Philosophers of technology such as Marx, Mumford, Heidegger, 
and Ellul, who reflected on the broader patterns of technology, can thus too 
easily be pushed out as old-fashioned. Social constructivism seems to reduce 
the reason that permeates technology to its instrumental version. It cannot, I 
would say, understand technology as a construct of the “diseased animal” (as 
Nietzsche put it). Furthermore, when it makes the role of social actors in the 
construction of technology absolute, it seems to tumble into the same trap 
that it wanted to avoid in the first place: this is the trap of determinism, for it 
considers everything to be the result of social interaction. It therefore neglects 
typically human factors, like the meaning that people give to things and the 
(sometimes strange) reasons and motives they have for performing certain 
actions—not to speak of the ambivalence toward the openness of the future: 
the desire for certainty and for the impossible (Nusselder 2008). 

According to Winner, social constructivism also disregards the social con- 
sequences of technical choice, the social groups that are not included in the 
construction and the evaluation of technology. I would add to this list the 
element of nonreflexive intentions: desire. For social constructivism consid- 
ers the social construction of technology as the outcome of rational choices 
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and strategies. A simple example might show the limitations of this approach. 
Was the development of the flying machine solely the result of the rational 
intentions of the actors and groups that were involved in its production? What 
about the pioneers of aviation who willingly took the risk of flying the first 
flying machines, with the chance of crashing right away—was that simply a 
calculated risk? Probably not. It was also an (unreflected) act, for they did not 
know what the outcome was going to be. 

The question of whether the human “will” is primarily a conscious affair 
returns in the discussion of technology. This fourth conception of technol- 
ogy, as a kind of willing or volition, is subject to different interpretations. An 
encyclopedia entry on the philosophy of technology—which commends 
the value of a social constructivist conception of it—replaces the volitional 
conception of technology, for instance, with the idea of technology asa social 
process (Kroes 1998). In this case the conscious intentions of social groups 
that produce technological artifacts determine the outcome of the process. 
Unconscious aspects of the human “will” are left out of consideration. This 
interpretation of technology as a social process thus emphasizes the deter- 
mination of technology by the rational aims, choices, and preferences of 
social groups. 

Considering technology from the perspective of desire—the term that I 
will use from now on to specify one domain of volition, namely the Lacanian 
Eros—apparently entails from the beginning a noninstrumental consider- 
ation of technology. Instrumentality strives for an exact knowledge of our 
intentions during the technological process, while the approach from desire 
points to the deficient transparency of those intentions. Human intentions 
are partly unconscious, which is what psychoanalysis takes a close look at. 
This limitation of self-consciousness is probably not absent with regard to 
human “use” of technology. The philosopher of technology Ivan Ilich speaks 
paradoxically of “unintended intentions” (Mitcham 1994, p. 183). And Wil- 
liam Mitchell of MIT’s Media Lab adds: “Tools are made to accomplish our 
purposes, and in this sense they represent desires and intentions. We make our 
tools and our tools make us: by taking up particular tools we accede to desires 
and we manifest intentions” (Mitchell 1992, p. 59). From the perspective 
of the technological Eros, technology involves more than the rational use of 
means. And technology as volition is more than the “conscious” intentions of 
individuals and social groups. 


1.2.3 Technology: From means to media of desire 

In philosophical anthropological studies, one considers technology in rela- 
tion to the human position in and toward nature. The “classical” position 
holds that humans are defective animals that need technology in order to sur- 
vive. As deficiencies and shortcomings characterize humans on the biological 


plane, technology is a means to substitute for these shortcomings. The essence 
of technology is then its ability to compensate or substitute for biological or 
natural needs (Gehlen 1980). This dominant conception of technology de- 
fines its meaning completely in terms of our needs: technology is a means to 
transform or manipulate nature in order to fulfill human needs. It is a form of 
teleological or purposeful action that satisfies utilitarian or practical functions 
and goals. Or, to quote a training institute, technology “begins with a need 
and ends with a solution.” 

We must nevertheless ask the question whether technology is something 
that (instrumentally) helps us to exist in this world, or whether it (sub- 
stantially) creates a world: is it merely a means or is it a medium? Do we use 
technology only in order to safeguard our biological survival, or do we also 
apply it in order to transform our environment—and ourselves—according 
to our desires? In order to stress my volitional approach to technology, I men- 
tion here that several philosophers of technology make note of this idea of 
technology as led by a will to transformation. The existentialist analysis of 
Ortega y Gasset grounds technology in a willed self-realization. Hannah Ar- 
endt considers modern technology as an answer to old cultural dreams, as a 
realization of the desire to leave the earth and its conditions (Mitcham 1980, 
pp. 243-249). For the French philosopher Jean Brun, “technology grows 
out of Western ontological aspiration to merge subject and object” (Mitcham 
1994, p. 249). Heidegger—both in Being and Time (1927) and in his later im- 
portant discussion of this subject in “The Question Concerning Technology” 
(1949-1950)—also rejects the common idea of technology as pure means: 
technology is, instead, a revealing or disclosing of what is. As Carl Mitcham 
points out: “Although Heidegger does not use the term ‘volition’ and ‘will’ 
frequently, Being and Time presents technology as object, knowledge, and activ- 
ity as fundamentally related to volition” (Mitcham 1994, p. 256). 

In the conceptualization of the computer as an instrument, “usability” is 
the central term: the question is which interface design is most effective in 
helping the user to perform her job. However, the computer has functioned in- 
creasingly as a medium since the design of the graphical user interface (GUI), 
designed in the 1960s at Xerox PARC. Together with Douglas Engelbart’s in- 
vention of the mouse, the GUI was successfully introduced by Apple in the 
1980s on the Macintosh computer. The graphical user interface gave, for the 
first time, a spatial dimension to data objects, so that the computer could ap- 
pear as an environment that the user could travel through. With the boom of the 
Internet in the 1990s, this notion of the computer as a medium became very 
influential. The crucial difference between the computer as an instrument 
and as a medium holds for information technologies in general. Technol- 
ogies often start as instruments, and later on they frequently become media 
as well. Computer technologies often reach the general public when they are 
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applicable to communication, marking the transition from information tech- 
nologies (IT) to information and communication technologies (ICT). 

Because the conceptualization of the computer as a medium closely con- 
nects to the representation of data objects on all sorts of displays, it may be a 
useful metaphor for my approach to cyberspace. Although we must not over- 
look the fact that cyberspace probably is a combination of several different 
metaphors—both on the level of the producer and that of the user; in de- 
sign and in reception—the metaphor of the medium has a particular interest 
when one focuses on the “volitional” aspect in which the computer—uncon- 
sciously—creates a world. 


1.2.4 Technological Eros and the seduction of the essential copy 

In line with many present-day thinkers on information and communication 
technologies who consider cyberspace as a new medium for the fulfillment 
of our wildest fantasies, Michael Heim posits the old Platonic Eros, the desire 
for real presence, as the foundation of our actions in cyberspace (Heim 1993, 
p. 88). It is the desire to (re) find our Other Half—that which we are missing, 
what lies beyond the limit of our possibilities—that motivates our use of tech- 
nology. Thus we can speak of a technological Eros, a term first used by Jakob 
Hommes in his Der technische Eros (1955). Carl Mitcham uses Paul Ricoeur’s 
delineation of three levels of the human will to explain the technological Eros 
as technological desire, technical motivation or movement, and consent to 
technology (Mitcham 1994, p. 255). The relationship between technology 
and Eros is only one of the four “classical” ways to understand what technol- 
ogy is. Therefore, my investigation of the “technological Eros” does not cover 
the “whole” domain of technology, but is restricted to this aspect that is most 
intimate to us and therefore the hardest to grasp. 

Incorporated in technologies is the age-old desire for presence, of which 
virtual reality technologies are the latest “material” manifestations. “The goal 
of virtual reality, presence, is part of an ancient desire to use media for trans- 
portation and experience ‘physical transcendence’ over the space we live in 
and to experience an ‘essential copy’ of some distant place, a past experience, 
or the experience of another person” (Biocca 1997, §5.1.2; also Biocca, Kim, 
and Levy 1995). Information technologies thus seem to design or create a 
second, parallel world. Philosophically speaking, this is the technological de- 
sign of being, of presence. The issue is, however, that many (utopian or ideal- 
istic) perspectives consider this parallel world from a Platonic perspective: as 
a substantial world that exists independently of the human subject. Cyberspace, 
then, is an informational space in which the data are already present, and just wait 
for us to reveal them. This makes cyberspace a realm of immaterial data that 
exists independently of the computers and networks, of the hardware, the 
software, and the human wetware. Similarly, Plato thought that the content 


of concepts is neutral with regard to the form in which they are represented: 
concepts (Ideas) exist independently of the knowledge, experience, or imagi- 
nation of the human user. And in these uncritical perspectives, cyberspace 
also reproduces the Platonic dualism of body and mind, for they conceive the 
cybernaut as an immaterial mind that dwells unhindered by its bodily limita- 
tions through the data flows of cyberspace. Information and communication 
technologies seduce the user into thinking that there is a steady contact point 
between the representation and the things they represent. They make us be- 
lieve that they represent the real “as it really is.” 

In semiotic terms, this “metaphysical” paradigm implies that there is 
something like an immediate relationship between the user and an abstract or 
medium-independent sign system that puts the user in a direct relationship 
with the content or concepts that the sign system expresses (Simons 2002, 
p. 148). From a Lacanian perspective, one could call this the dual, deceptive 
relationship between user and content. One must note that psychoanalysis 
recognizes the seduction of such a belief in transparency. And one must also 
recognize that digital media especially have the power and the aim of achiev- 
ing such an immediacy (Bolter and Grusin 2000, p. 22). Nevertheless, what 
is at stake in the era of digital media is the exact analysis of the role of the 
medium, of the form, in the relationship between user and content—and 
thus to replace the dual paradigm with a triadic relation between user, sign, 
and medium. 


1.2.5 A desire for simulation? 
Simulation is the ecstasy of the real. (Baudrillard 1988, p. 187) 


As technologies are often considered ways to cancel the (sense of) loss, 
media theorist Peter Weibel therefore describes all technology as psycho- 
technology: 


Technology helps to fill, to bridge, to overcome the insufficiency emerging 
from absence. Every form of technology is teletechnology and serves to over- 
come spatial and temporal distance. However, this victory over distance and 
time is only a phenomenological aspect of the (tele-) media. The real effect of 
the media lies in overcoming the mental disturbances (fears, control mecha- 
nisms, castration complexes, etc.) caused by distance and time, by all forms 
of absence, leave, separation, disappearance, interruption, withdrawal or loss. 
By overcoming or shutting off the negative horizon of absence, the technical 
media become technologies of care and presence. By visualizing the absent, 
making it symbolically present, the media also transform the damaging con- 
sequences of absence into pleasant ones. (Weibel 1992, p. 75) 
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With (psycho-)technologies we try to transgress, confront, shift, or reposi- 
tion our limit(ation)s. Within a Lacanian context, where the real is exactly 
what withdraws itself from our grasp and therefore poses a limit to ourselves, 
we cannot confront or reach the real except through a medium. As Weibel 
states, technologies are indeed media to bridge the gap that separates us from 
the real: teletechnologies that seek to overcome distances, immersive technol- 
ogies that seek to close the distinction between the virtual and the real envi- 
ronment. The purpose of a technological medium is hence to obfuscate itself 
as amedium and to claim a real presence—and to provide enjoyment through 
this presentation of things on opaque screens. According to Bolter and Grusin 
this is what contemporary media are preoccupied with: the transparent pre- 
sentation of the real and the enjoyment of the opacity of media themselves 
(Bolter and Grusin 2000, p. 21).Hence we may consider the notion of a desire 
for simulation: “Simulation is no longer that of a territory, a referential being or a 
substance. It is the generation by models of a real without an origin or reality: 
a hyperreal” (Baudrillard 1988, p. 166). 

Two examples, one concerning mechanical technology and one concerning 
digital technologies, illustrate this thesis that technology seeks—in the end—to 
replace the real by its “simulated version.” The first example is the experience of 
speed. The car, a technological vehicle that can provide us with this experience, 
is a frame that allows our experience of reality to change. Thus it allows for a 
hyperrealistic perspective upon the world, not only in the experience of speed, 
or in the feeling of autonomy, but also in the new world order that accompanied 
car use: the car became a new vehicle for the distantiation of the here and now. 
And as Kaufmann and Smarr show in their Supercomputing and the Transformation of 
Science (1993), supercomputers radicalize this drive in the digital domain: they 
can simulate things that no human has ever seen yet—molecules or the origin 
of the universe—or visualize places that are impossible for humans to reach, 
and hence almost fully detach our outlook from our physical position. 

Within a Lacanian context, this dynamic can be translated as the erotic de- 
sire that has as its goal a realization of fantasy. Then fantasy, which normally 
is a vital support of desire, becomes an opaque screen turning the reality of 
the desiring subject into a lure. For these are the two basic forms of the object 
of desire: 


But the object of desire, in the usual sense, is either a fantasy that is in reality 
the support of desire, or a lure (Lacan 1998b, p. 186). 


We can start to analyze this lure by referring to Freud’s analysis of love, and 
find out that it has a fundamentally narcissistic structure. Fantasy can become 
so pressing that we take its images—which we love so much as the perfect re- 
flection of ourselves—for real. In media studies one tends to call this striving 


a desire for a “fully realized world” on the screen. Baudrillard elaborates on 
this theme in his theory of postmodern hyperreality in which entertainment, 
media, information, and communication technologies provide experiences 
more involving than the scenes of everyday life: 


Information devours its own content. It devours communication and the so- 
cial... . Rather than creating communication, it exhausts itself in the act of staging 
communication. Rather than producing meaning, it exhausts itself in the act of 
staging meaning. . . . It is useless to ask if it is the loss of communication that 
produces this escalation in the simulacrum, or whether it is the simulacrum 
that is there first for dissuasive ends, to short-circuit in advance any possibil- 
ity of communication (precession of the model that calls an end to the real). 
Useless to ask which is the first term, there is none, it is a circular process— 
that of simulation, that of the hyperreal. The hyperreality of communication 
and of meaning. More real than the real, that is how the real is abolished. Thus 
not only communication but the social functions in a closed circuit, as a lure. 
(Baudrillard 1994, pp. 80-81) 


Considering Baudrillard’s work as a description of a realized fantasy in this 
manner, I agree with Scott Durham’s remark that it “may be most usefully 
read as one articulation of a certain phantasy of postmodernity as a totalitarian 
operational system” (Durham 1993, p. 161). 

Media technologies have a peculiar relation to the real as the impossible. 
On the one hand they virtualize—via the screen (of fantasy)—our subor- 
dination to our immediate, real environment. On the other hand they try to 
restore—on the screen—a sort of virtual immediacy: think, for example, of 
real-time telecommunications. These technologies seem to be guided by the 
ideal of eliminating our immersion in the “natural” environment (“natural 
presence”) and restoring an immersion in a virtual environment (“virtual 
presence”). As human beings we seem to be condemned (or blessed) to ex- 
ceed the limits of our “natural” position in the world, and hence we try to 
rediscover the paradisiac enjoyment of immediacy (which was never a reality) 
“stolen” from us. 

So, to formulate a Lacanian perspective in Baudrillardian words, we say that 
there is a desire for an ecstasy of the real. 
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THE TECHNOLOGIZATION OF HUMAN VIRTUALITY 


2.1 INTRODUCING VIRTUALITY 


2.1.1  Virtuality: A historical overview 

A widely accepted conception of virtuality juxtaposes it with reality. This op- 
position leads us to the first meaning of the word “virtual,” in which it is 
something that only seemingly exists. It is an image or space that is not real but ap- 
pears to be, such as the space of the telephone or electronic money (Mirzoeff 
1999, p. 91). Besides this everyday meaning, the virtual also has an important 
philosophical meaning, which I will discuss here. Its technological meaning 
will be considered in the next section. 

To illuminate the philosophical meaning of the word “virtual,” we note 
that it derives from the Latin virtus, which means “power, efficiency.” One can 
trace the word virtus back to vir—‘a man” or “manliness” —as in “virility” 
(Porter 1996, pp. 9-10). Thus, one arrives at the notion of virtus in its more 
physical meaning, where it equates with health and sexual purity. In its moral 
meaning, virtus is related to “virtue” and indicates courage, excellence, and vir- 
tuousness. Latin philosophical terminology includes the virtual in this sense 
of power, whereas Greek philosophy did not know the notion of virtuality. 

The philosophical application of “virtual” connects it to the relationship 
of cause and effect. Thomas Aquinas introduced the notion of the virtual, 
or “virtual implication or containment” (virtualis continentia), as a synonym of 
Aristotelian potentiality, indicating that the effect is already contained (“pres- 
ent”) in the cause—as the tree is already virtually present in the seed. In this 
classical notion, founded in the Aristotelian theory of potential and actual 
existence, the virtual stands for the potentiality of an essence. Duns Scotus ex- 
tended this theory of virtual content, capacity, or substance (“essence”) from 
the metaphysical to the epistemological domain by claiming that the conclu- 
sion is already present in the premises. So, if it is true that “machines have no 
feelings” and “I am a machine,” then the conclusion “I have no feelings” is 
already virtually present. In spite of the many controversies over this theory 
of virtual content, it persevered into the modern age, when Leibniz brought 
a new edge to the position of Scotus with his theory that in all true sentences 
the subject contains the predicate either explicitly or virtually. 

In the fourteenth century, Scholastic terminology introduced the noun 
virtualitas, “effectiveness, efficiency.” In its Scholastic definition, “virtuality” 
acquired the meaning of a “virtual distinction,” a distinction as-if: what we 
cannot distinguish in reality should be seen as if it were distinguished (virtuali- 
ter: in Thomistic philosophy the Divine attributes are distinguished from the 
Divine nature and from each other by a virtual distinction). The classical no- 
tion of “virtuality” equates it with potentiality. Virtuality subsequently came 
to characterize humans as beings still able, within certain boundaries, to real- 
ize their potencies. Charles Sanders Peirce strongly criticized this confusion of 
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the virtual and the potential. He associated the virtual with a difference of orders: 
it is not something of the same order as the potential, which has—being the 
potential—merely not realized itself yet. When all being is like the potential 
being of the tree in the seed, everything has the same nature. He defines the 
virtual as follows: “A virtual X (where X is a common noun) is something, 
not an X, which has the efficiency (virtus) of an X. . . .This is the proper mean- 
ing of the word; but it has been seriously confounded with ‘potential, which 
is almost its contrary. For the potential X is of the nature of X, but is without 
actual efficiency” (Peirce 1902, p. 763). Alterity hence seems to characterize 
the virtual, which henceforth cannot be reduced to a natural essence. 

This bears a resemblance to the thinking of Gilles Deleuze, as formulated 
in Difference and Repetition. There Deleuze introduces a capital distinction between 
the possible and the virtual. The possible being is already constituted and 
static; it only lacks existence and must to that end realize itself: This realization, 
Deleuze says, is quite different from the actualization of the virtual, which is 
a creation, a “becoming-other” (Lévy 1998, p. 14; Deleuze 1994). And, as 
Deleuze states in his book Bergsonism, “The possible is a false notion, the source 
of false problems. The real is supposed to resemble it. That is to say, we give 
ourselves a real that is ready-made, preformed, pre-existent to itself, and that 
will pass into existence according to an order of successive limitations. Every- 
thing is already completely given: all of the real in the image, the pseudo-actuality 
of the possible” (Deleuze 1988, p. 98). Peirce and Deleuze teach us that the 
multiple ways in which the virtual can actualize itself (“what man is depends 
on what becomes of him”) differ profoundly from the teleological striving 
of the possible that wants to realize itself in a certain predetermined manner 
(“the seed and the tree”). This notion of “heterogenesis” is also at the basis 
of Pierre Lévy’s philosophy of virtualization, which I discuss in part 2 of this 
chapter. | 

It is noteworthy that both the common and the philosophical meanings 
of “virtual” are also present in the terminology of modern physics. After the 
decline of Aristotelian philosophy, modern physics included the aforemen- 
tioned notions of the virtual in its new theories. In optics, the theory of the 
“virtual image” appeared around 1700. This is the (virtual) point where the 
beam of rays that an object radiates and which are refracted by an optical 
instrument seem to converge. It is the point in a Newton (mirror) telescope 
where one must position one’s eye in order to see the object. And it is the 
virtual image in the mirror. The optical theory of refraction also accounts for 
the fact that when one puts a stick halfway in the water, what one sees is the 
virtual image of the part of the stick in the water, and not its actual position. 
In mechanics, the notions of virtual powers and virtual velocity appeared 
around 1800.These powers or velocities are not actually present but have the 
potency of becoming real: they can be actualized (or realized). Because the 


emphasis is on the possibility or potency of these powers to become active, 
this mechanical notion of the “virtual” is still very much in the Aristotelian 
scheme. One can only call them virtual in the sense of Peirce when they are 
already efficient although not actually present.’ 


2.1.2 Computer virtual reality: Interactivity and immersion 

Nowadays we associate the notion of virtuality mostly with the virtual reality 
that computers generate. By calling this reality virtual, one usually refers to 
just one of the two basic meanings of “virtual,” namely that something only 
seemingly exists, that it is not “real.” The term was also introduced in this way 
in the descriptions of interactive computer systems. Theodore Nelson, inven- 
tor of the term “hypertext” and one of the first to apply the term “virtuality” 
to computers, defined virtuality in 1980: 


By the virtuality of a thing I mean the seeming of it, as distinct from its more 
concrete “reality,” which may not be important. ...I use the term “virtual” 
in its traditional sense, an opposite of “real.” The reality of a movie includes 
how the scenery was painted and where the actors were repositioned between 
shots, but who cares? The virtuality of a movie is what seems to be in it. (Rhein- 
gold 1991, p. 177) 


A movie is not just virtual because it is not real, but because of the “reality 
effect” it creates that makes us believe the illusion is real. The more important 
meaning of “virtuality” is this capacity to cause effects. The virtual is not imaginary; 
it produces effects (Lévy 1998, p. 30). 

The example of the movie also indicates that virtuality in “imaging tech- 
nologies” does not exclusively belong to the virtual reality of computers. As 
early as the classical era, spectators of art felt themselves “transported out of 
reality” and visitors to a virtual reality. The development of the panorama in 
1792 marked the next step, in which virtuality moved from the mental space 
into virtual architecture (Mirzoeff 1999, p. 93). With the stereoscope, a de- 
vice containing two photographs that must be held up to the eyes to produce 
an effect of three-dimensionality, the possibility of such virtual visits to other 
places became available to a broader public. This stereoscopic virtual reality 
aroused comments that show a remarkable similarity to the way we speak 
nowadays about the virtual reality of computers: the American physician and 
writer Oliver Wendell Holmes, for example, described his experience as “a 
dream-like exaltation in which we seem to leave the body behind us and 
sail away into one strange scene after another, like disembodied spirits” (in 
Mirzoeff 1999, p. 94). Through its introduction of the moving interface, the 
cinema marks another important stage in the human desire and ability to 
interface with virtual reality. 
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Yet interfacing with virtual reality by means of the computer distinguishes 
itself in two important ways from previous notions of virtuality. This goes 
especially for immersive virtual reality: sensorimotor interaction with a com- 
puter model via a head-tracked and head-mounted display that gives the user 
a compelling sensation of actually “being there” (presence) in the virtual 
world. The computer introduced for the first time an interactive version of 
virtuality. One generally distinguishes between two forms of interactivity: in- 
teractivity in a human-human relationship, and that in a human-data relation- 
ship. Interaction can thus consist of communication with other users, manipulation 
of digital objects, and navigation through a digital space of information (Simons 
2002, p. 79). Because the interface is interactive, the human user is not solely 
a passive spectator but can actively intervene in, or navigate, the representa- 
tions that the computer generates. For instance, the user can change the point 
of view from which the information becomes visible, or alter the conditions 
of the virtual world he or she is in. In virtual reality, this interactivity result- 
ing from sensorimotor feedback creates a sensation not found in media like 
film or television and gives users a specific awareness of their bodies, for 
their head movements alter what they see (Biocca 1997, §5.3). Sandy Stone 
considers interaction the modality that distinguishes the computer from the 
cinematic mode of engagement (film, theater). It is the physical concretiza- 
tion of a desire to escape flatness and merge into the created system, and the 
“spectator” becomes both participant in and creator of the simulation (Stone 
2001, p. 192). 

The second feature of computer-generated virtual reality is its already- 
mentioned immersive character. The use of stereo glasses and data gloves in 
virtual reality provides the user with the physical sensation of being immersed 
in a computer-generated reality. A direct projection of the images on the retina 
is currently the most advanced version. There are also technologies that use 
helmets (head-mounted display) or that project the images on screens that 
surround the user (CAVE). In any case, the goal of the interface design is the 
experience of three-dimensionality, of being in another world that completely 
surrounds us. Of course it achieves those effects to different degrees, depend- 
ing on the technology and how this makes the materiality of the interface 
disappear. Although immersive virtual reality achieves the strongest degree 
of virtuality, its effect can also be created on the two-dimensional screen of 
the personal computer. In virtual worlds on the Internet such as World3D 
and Second Life, the user’s avatar enters a virtual world inhabited by others, 
and hence experiences a sense of entrance or insertion into another world. A 
general characteristic of virtual worlds is that the tools for communication, 
search, and retrieval are present in a continuous space. So “computer virtual 
reality” (virtual reality in the weakest sense) refers to all software objects, such 


as computer programs and databases, and their contents. The virtual reality 
experience then results from the ongoing interaction with a program or a 
model that results in the automatic generating of “texts,” messages, and all 
sorts of images (Lévy 2001, pp. 54-55). 


2.1.3 The real and the virtual in digital technologies: Four models 

In their article on virtuality, Marcus Doel and David Clarke (1999) describe the 
four major conceptions of virtuality in its contemporary, technology-driven 
version. Their first version of virtual reality, simulation, considers the virtual as 
a copy, as nothing more than a pale imitation of the real. The correspondence 
theory of representation that guides this discourse (a representation is only 
true when it corresponds to extramental facts) posits the real as something 
original that is self-identical. Here the virtual is a dangerous supplement, as 
the image is in Plato’s philosophy. 

The second version of virtual reality, suppletion, falls victim to the same dis- 
course of approximation, although it is an inversion of it. Here it is the real 
that is impartial, lacking, and imperfect. The virtual can supplete this real. The 
virtual relates to the real as the perfect does to the imperfect. It can correct the 
defects in the real. 

Doel and Clarke name the third version seduction, or s(ed)uction, in which 
the (fetishized) ideal of the virtual would amounts to living in the (tele)pres- 
ence of a full realization of the world’s possibilities (Doel and Clarke 1999, 
p. 274). It leads to a total annihilation of semblances. Doel and Clarke intro- 
duce this idea with a quotation from Baudrillard in which technicians from 
IBM take over the task of transcribing the nine billion names of God from a 
community of Tibetan monks. Their computer can do in a few months the job 
that, according to the monks’ belief, will achieve the purpose of the world and 
will end it. In this version of the relation between the real and the virtual, the 
real is “a real drag” that should be left behind. 

The fourth version of virtual reality, which the authors adhere to them- 
selves, revolves around the notion of the simulacrum as elaborated by Gilles 
Deleuze (1983, 1994). The authors’ main thrust is to show that this notion 
evades the mistake of confusing the virtual with the possible made in the discourses of 
hyperrealization (the first two versions) and ex-termination (the third). The 
question of virtuality, they hold—and this is the same argument discussed 
in the treatment of Peirce and Deleuze—is about actualization and not about 
realization (of possibilities). The simulacrum expresses exactly this idea of a 
creation of new events out of the heterogeneous play of forces composing 
the virtual. 

Doel and Clarke thus sketch the field within which a philosopher must 
find a position. 
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2.2 VIRTUALIZATION (I): LANGUAGE AND LAW 


2.2.1 Pierre Lévy: Characteristics of virtualization 
Pierre Lévy concludes his analysis of virtuality by putting it on a par with 
desubstantialization: 


Virtualization, or the transition to a problematic, in no way implies a disap- 
pearance in illusion or dematerialization. Rather, it should be understood as 
a form of “desubstantialization.” ... This desubstantialization is broken into 
a related series of changes: deterritorialization, the Moebius effect—which 
organizes the endless loop of interior and exterior—the sharing of private 
elements, and the subjective integration of public items. . . . Subjectivation is 
the implication of technological, semiotic, and social means in the individual’s 
psychic and somatic functions. Objectivation will be defined as the mutual 
implication of subjective acts in the process of constructing a shared world. 
Subjectivation and Objectivation are therefore two complementary aspects of 
virtualization. In fact, in terms of what they do, neither subject nor object are 
substances but fluctuating nodes of events that mutually interface with and 
envelop one another. (Lévy 1998, p. 169) 


This very brief description needs some explanation. To begin, we note Lévy’s 
implicit proposal to go against the tide of philosophical tradition, which has 
always focused on the passage from the possible to the real or from the virtual 
to the actual (Lévy 1998, pp. 16-17), the model of “realizing our possibili- 
ties” and of (the humanistic ideal of) self-actualization, and so on. Lévy tries 
to analyze the inverse transformation, that is to say, the “becoming virtual.” 
This is not something that, as common understanding would have it, occurs 
only by way of digital technologies. As will be shown further on, it belongs to 
the process of “becoming human” itself: 

Lévy understands this virtualization as a “transition to a problematic.” By 
this means, an object—or the human self—loses its fixed identity and is 
transposed to a virtual field of (opposing) tendencies and forces within which 
it can manifest itself in several different actualizations (as a human being can 
actualize itself differently in different circumstances). Similarly, a virtualized 
text, a constructive hypertext, loses its fixed character and steady authorship 
and may therefore appear in several new forms. Hypertext writer Michael 
Joyce distinguishes the constructive hypertext that allows the “reader” to become 
a “writer” from the explorative hypertext that merely enlarges the user’s navi- 
gational space (cf. De Mul 2002, p. 119). Lévy’s Deleuzian inspiration resides 
in this focus on the creative process of “becoming other,” or heterogenesis, 
which is enabled by virtualization. 

Lévy’s study stresses, in its philosophical-anthropological dimension, that 
virtualization and humanization are concurrent processes. His reflections 


teach us that a dimension of virtuality always permeates human reality. This 
is nothing other than saying that “desubstantialization” characterizes human 
reality. Lévy divides this desubstantialization into several categories. First there 
is the process of deterritorialization as a detachment of the here and now, a 
process he delineates by referring to the work of one of his predecessors in 
the description of the virtual, Michel Serres, who in his book Atlas pictures the 
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virtual as a process of leaving the “there.” “Imagination, memory, knowledge, 
and religion are the vectors of virtualization that have enabled us to leave this 
‘there’ long before the appearance of computerization and digital networks” 
(Lévy 1998, p. 28). 

With his reference to the Moebius effect, Levy emphasizes that a category 
such as virtualization impedes our thinking in schemes of simple oppositions. 
For the Moebius strip, which can be formed by twisting a long rectangle of 
paper and joining its ends together, is a figure in which one cannot distin- 
guish between the inside and the outside: they are continuous. Considering 
virtualization as a constitutive function of human reality, there is no clear 
division between inside and outside, between self and other (and no clear 
distinction of body and mind). For instance, we incorporate texts written by 
others (we subjectify them), we externalize our inner body by medical imag- 
ing technologies (we objectify our body), and so on. Similarly, virtualization 
rejects the idea that there is a chasm between an event and the dissemination 
of information about it. For example, one cannot separate an election from 
the information that press agencies distribute about it: messages that virtualize 
an event also prolong it, and become a part of it (Lévy 1998, p. 74). Reality 
inevitably contains a fictional element. 

Lévy’s notion of virtualization as the foundational process of community 
(communality, communion, collectivity) is in accord with the Moebius effect 
as a process that entwines the interior and the exterior (an effect already 
extensively analyzed by Hegel). Virtualization connects (“interfaces”) the 
private and the public, and is to a great extent a matter of our use of signs. 
Virtualization is a process through which we come to share a reality—a reality 
that is constituted in its basic structure, as Lévy also indicates, by an external- 
ization of the personal and an internalization of the social. By verbalizing an 
emotion, we “bring it out” and share it with others, and merely by listening 
to music, looking at a painting, or reading a poem we personalize a public 
item. In this sense the construction of a society takes place through a process 
of virtualization (Lévy 1998, p. 98). 

Most interesting is what Lévy discerns as the ultimate goal of virtualization, 
its “engine,” namely, the effort to escape death and decay: “In general, virtual- 
ization is a war against fragility, pain, wear. In search of safety and control, we 
pursue the virtual because it leads us towards ontological regions that ordi- 
nary dangers never reach” (Lévy 1998, p. 99).This resembles Gilbert Durand’s 
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conclusion in his grand work on the role of the imaginary in human existence: 
“It is obvious that the inventory of the imaginary, from the great sacred myths 
to the purely aesthetic emotions, is completely oriented by its fundamen- 
tal inspiration: to escape death and the vicissitudes of time... . The struggle 
against decay, the exorcism of death and temporal decomposition: such is, in 
our view, the euphemising function of the imagination as a whole” (Durand 
1999, p. 391). Although we do not necessarily always win this “war against 
fragility,” distancing oneself from the anxiety-provoking real seems to be the 
fundamental inspiration of the imagination that underlies virtualization. 


2.2.2 Forces of virtualization: Language, law, and technology 

The pursuit of the virtual, which at the same time constitutes humanity itself, 
takes place in three ways. It is no surprise that Lévy associates the first mode 
with the human use of signs: human language virtualizes events, material 
objects, and time. In language we exist: we are detached from the real “here” 
and the real “now.” Language opens up an ecstatic time, a past and a future in 
which we live: “Through their vital connection, the inherited, remembered, 
and reinterpreted past, the active present, and the hoped-for, feared, or simply 
imagined future are psychic, existential. Time, as a complete dimension, exists 
only virtually” (Lévy 1998, p. 92).The virtualization of real time is the condi- 
tion for remembering, telling stories, imagining, simulating: ways by which 
we can travel to other worlds. * 

Lévy typifies the second form of virtualization as a “virtualization of vio- 
lence”: “Ritual, religion, morality, law, economic and political regulations are 
social mechanisms for virtualizing relations of force, immediate impulses, in- 
stincts, desires” (Lévy 1998, p.97).All these “rules” are about the detachment 
from a direct relationship or a particular situation. The law holds for anyone, 
independent of their personal situation, just as marriage regulates the rela- 
tionship between man and woman in general. The virtualization of immediate 
(im) pulses stabilizes behavior and identity, and determines “frameworks” for 
the transformation of our relationships and personal status. Virtualization func- 
tions as a mediation that transforms human identity. The following example 
anticipates the Lacanian version of virtualization by means of language and the 
law. When someone receives (Holy) Communion, her identity is transformed 
into acommunal form. This form does not reflect the “real form” of her identity 
(as imagined in a dual relation: the “realization of the true self”), but constructs 
it symbolically. 

The third process of virtualization is that of technology. In the general 
understanding of technology—reduced here by Lévy to the production of 
tools—tools are considered as an extension of the body: the hammer is seen 
as an extension of the arm, for example. Lévy does not follow Marshall McLu- 
han’s understanding of technology as an extension of the body, for he consid- 


ers the wheel, for instance, not an extension of our leg but a virtualization of 
walking (Lévy 1998, p. 95). He emphasizes the moment of the virtualization 
of action in technology. A hammer is a virtualization of the action of striking 
and, following Lévy’s Deleuzian inspiration, this virtualization is actualized 
every time a hammer is used. The tool memorizes the original moment of 
virtualization of the body (Lévy 1998, p. 96). This actualization of the virtual 
can take place in different forms: I can use a hammer to demolish, to build, 
or to kill. By conceiving technology as a process that virtualizes the original 
object or action in a materialized way (writing virtualizes remembering, the 
wing of an airplane virtualizes flying) and that can be actualized in new forms, 
Lévy places technology in the philosophy of heterogenesis that in his opinion 
characterizes humanity itself 


2.2.3 Language as virtualization: Other scenes 

After Lévy’s sharp insights into understanding the virtual, I will now switch 
over to a Lacanian understanding of virtualization. In Lacanian terms, the me- 
diation of language is what opens us to the “space and time of the Other.” The 
notion of language as the symbolic Other originates in Lacan’s simple premise 
that humans, as a subject of language, constitute themselves in an intersub- 
jective relationship: the word addresses itself always to the other. “The Other 
is, therefore, the locus in which is constituted the I who speaks to him who 
hears, that which is said by the one being already the reply, the other decid- 
ing to hear it whether the one has or has not spoken” (Lacan 1977, p. 141). 
In a more general sense, the Other is not merely the other person to whom 
one speaks but the order of symbols in which speech literally takes place: the 
Other is the locus of speech. This Other place is also the foundation of (fictional) 
truth. Lacan considers “what I call the capital Other (le grand Autre), the locus 
of speech and, actually, the locus of truth” (Lacan 1998b, p. 129; translation 
modified) .‘ In his Ecrits (1966, p.454), Lacan says that the big Other is nothing 
but the guarantor of Good Faith. Even though we lie, the Other may assume 
our words to be true. This is exemplary of the way that the Other twists our 
“inwardness” (in this case, our real intention) and constitutes truth. To put 
it in Zizek’s words (who, for his part, quotes the X Files motto): “The truth is 
out there.” 

The symbolic Other—for instance, in the realm of language—is a domain 
in which a symbol functions within a network of interconnected signifiers 
(material, “acoustic images” that we use to signify things). A symbol, unlike 
an image, does not represent an established meaning, but gets its meaning 
from the relations to other signifiers in the symbolic order. For the meaning 
of a symbol, the presence or absence of elements is of decisive importance: 
two additional smaller bars on the Latin version of the Christian cross pro- 
duce a symbol (an Orthodox cross) distinct from the cross with only one bar 
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(Catholic or Protestant). Similarly, scientific symbolizations also work with 
this system of presence and absence: for example, the codes of DNA, or A+, 
B-, for the representation of blood types (Zwart 1998, pp. 110-111). The 
symbolic “dissects” objects by reducing them to all sorts of basic elements 
(signifiers) that function as a language of their own (for instance, the math- 
ematical language of nature, the language of DNA, the language of the uncon- 
scious). Through such “languages,” symbolic systems structure the real rather 
than reflecting the real, as images pretend to do with their mimetic forms of 
representation. 

The dimension of the Other is the scene in which real events inscribe them- 
selves, thus virtualizing the real. This allows, for instance, for the possibility of 
lying (pretending) and of (unintended) “subversion.” When I write an email 
to a friend that includes both the words “Bush” and “dead” in no direct rela- 
tion to each other (for example, I said that I do not agree with the policies of 
President Bush, and later on mention that my cat is dead), those two words 
might be connected by the computers of the National Security Agency check- 
ing my emails, and interpreted as a hint that I might be planning a terrorist 
attack. The words are inscribed in “another scene” of a big Other, in this case 
one very much focused on everything with the connotation of terrorism. (The 
paranoid reaction of the U.S. government to work by Steve Kurtz of the Critical 
Art Ensemble which it considered to be a terrorist activity is a perfect illustra- 
tion of this: in May 2004 the US. Joint Terrorism Task Force seized some of 
his artistic and scientific material.) In general, the significance of the “original 
material” must be sought in its relationship to the Other. 

To return to the example of deterritorialization that Lévy uses to illustrate 
virtualization as desubstantialization: one cannot conceive the meaning of an 
election by referring to the event that took place at a particular place and time, 
for its meaning constitutes itself in the information about it that influences 
all sorts of systems outside of its actual location: stock markets, diplomacy, 
and so on. Events and information about events exchange their identities and 
form a dialectical signifying process (Lévy 1998, pp. 74-75). It is this struc- 
ture that Lacan has in mind with his theory that the “original event” is already 
“decentered,” as it is inseparable from the information about it. The “infor- 
mation” about the event necessarily takes the event into another place—the 
place of the “signifying process” that Lacan calls the (unconscious) locus of 
the Other. 

The present-day “paranoid” Other that is anxious of terrorism shows that 
the structure of the Other can manifest itselfin different symbolic systems (of 
law, language, culture . . .). The analyses in my “ontology of virtualization” do 
not primarily concern all the differences between various symbolic systems. 
They explore the insight that there is always a mediation of the real; we always 


live in a reality that is structured as a fiction. The current narrative of terrorism 
(and of course all the other grand narratives: communism, liberalism, capital- 
ism) illustrates this. Thus, 


it is clear that Speech begins only with the passage from “pretense” to the 
order of the signifier, and that the signifier requires another locus—the locus 
of the Other, the Other witness, the witness Other than any of the partners— 
for the Speech that it supports to be capable of lying, that is to say, of present- 
ing itself as Truth. Thus it is from somewhere other than the Reality that it 
concerns that Truth derives its guarantee: it is from Speech. Just as it is from 
Speech that Truth receives the mark that establishes it in a fictional structure. 
(Lacan 1977, p. 306)° 


When Lacan speaks of truth, he always refers to the truth of desire. Con- 
trary to the notion of truth as exactitude that the exact sciences aim at, this 
truth is related to metaphorical language: “it is with the appearance of lan- 
guage that the dimension of truth emerges” (Lacan 1977, p. 172). Because an 
original substitution by the signifier characterizes humanity, the “paradox of 
the truth” is that there is only metaphorical truth. Signification is essentially 
metaphorical (Lacan 1966-1967, 7 and 14 December 1966). Metaphorical 
truth is what “makes a hole” in knowledge; and because truth is essentially 
metaphorical, we must also validate discourses other than those of exactitude, 
for instance artistic ones (Bergoffen 1995). As long as we are in the order of 
meaningful language, we are in the order of substitution and the metaphor. 
The subject is therefore always already in the order of substitution that lan- 
guage introduces. This is Lacan’s theory of primal repression. The subject of 
the signifier is virtual.’ 


2.2.4 The retroaction of “real time” 
Through the inscription of events in the locus of the Other, they acquire a 
significance that the subject does not know and cannot foresee. An artist being 
seen as a terrorist (as in the example above) shows once more that the uncon- 
scious as a symbolic structure is “out there.” It “ex-sists” —as Lacan says in his 
Télévision (Lacan 1973, p. 26)—only in a discourse. It is for that reason that the 
locus of the Other is Lacan’s translation of the Freudian notion of the uncon- 
scious as “another scene.” The Other is also the place that installs the ecstatic 
dimensions of time: past, present, and future. Tying in with Lévy’s description 
of the virtualization of “real time,” language thus opens up a field of future 
possibilities. By linguistic articulation it functions as a medium that can make 
events from the past reappear. It is a sort of virtual memory of the past. 
Lacan, however, develops a notion of time that tries to do away with the 
view of it as a linear development. Like the future, the past also is characterized 
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by openness. It is the virtual subject of language (the subject of the signifier) 
that “determines” how the past reappears. The subject of the signifier (re) 
structures the real (of the past). Lacan’s exposition of the notion of tempo- 
rality comes down to the idea that the person one was in the past depends 
on how one thinks of oneself in the light of present experiences and future 
possibilities (there is no final representation of “the real past”). A separation 
from a lover may thus change from painful loss into liberation. It is for the 
greater part about the way that someone currently assumes, or structures by 
means of speech, his or her anterior states from the perspective of the future: 
“History is not the past. History is the past insofar as it is historicized in the 
present” (Lacan 1988a, p. 12; for more on this topic, see his pivotal “Discours 
de Rome,” Lacan 1977, pp. 30—113; also in Lacan 1968). 

This notion of “historicization,” or restructuring, makes the psychologi- 
cal symptom a “trace” which acquires its content or its meaning only in the 
future: in the “second time,” the time of its articulation. With this notion 
of retroaction (“aprés coup”), Lacan translates Freud’s notion of the Nach- 
trdglichkeit of the symptom. For Freud it is not the event itself that is traumatic, 
but its conscious reception, or recording, in the psychic system. Also in his 
theory of dreams he stresses the importance of this “secondary time.” The 
secondary elaboration restructures the “original” and heterogeneous dream 
elements (preconscious remnants of occurrences during the day, unconscious 
material). Laplanche and Pontalis explain: “The secondary elaboration is an 
a posteriori reworking which takes place in the successive transformations 
which we impose on the story of the dream once we are awake. This consists 
essentially in restoring a minimum of order and coherence to the raw material 
handed over by the unconscious mechanism of displacement, condensation, 
and symbolism, and in imposing on this heterogeneous assortment a facade, 
a scenario, which gives it relative coherence and continuity” (Laplanche and 
Pontalis 1986, p. 21). 

There is an intellectual system in us that demands unity, coherence, and 
clarity, and thus restructures incomprehensible material into a new “mean- 
ing.” It is only to the (fictive) truth of this restructured material that we have 
access. Or, as Derrida (1987) points out in his reading of Freud, when there 
is no origin (of meaning, memory, subjectivity), the repetition of the “ori- 
gin” itself is original. In this Freudian theory of the “deferred effect,” each 
repetition is original in that it differs from what it repeats. And this logic is 
used to understand the current breakdown of traditional oppositions (subjec- 
tive / objective; interiority of living memory/ exteriority of artificial memory) 
in technological forms of registration and memory (the “camera model”): 
memory names the enigmatic event of originary repetition (McQuire 1998, 
p. 172). 


2.2.5 Lawas the virtualization of “natural forces” 

Representing the world in all sorts of discursive structures, we are necessar- 
ily “subjected” to the laws that govern these discourses. Games may illustrate 
this. When I play a game, that is to say, when I represent myself as a player of 
a certain game, I am inescapably submitted to the rules that determine how 
the game should be played: how one should interact, and so forth. Lacan con- 
siders human reality, in its most fundamental form, to be a “game” also—as 
shown by his saying that the principle of reality is the principle of collective 
fantasy. Language composes the fabric of its general discourse. Therefore for 
Lacan, the law—which is both the set of universal principles that make social 
existence possible and the structures that govern all forms of social exchange 
(Evans 1996, p. 98)—is basically the law of the signifier. The principles that 
organize the human world precede the individual and determine the rela- 
tionships between people; they make the relationships independent of the 
fluctuation in the relations of force. Therefore the law corresponds to Lévy’s 
(1998) notion of the contract as a virtualization of violence: it virtualizes 
“brute reality.” As the field of the Other, the unconscious “reshapes” nature by 
means of structures that Lacan cannot help formulating in terms of the laws 
of the signifier: 


Before any experience, before any individual deduction .. . something orga- 
nizes this field, inscribes its initial lines of force. . . . Before strictly human rela- 
tions are established, certain relations have already been determined. They are 
taken from whatever nature may offer as supports, supports that are arranged 
in themes of opposition. Nature provides—I must use the word—-signifiers, 
and these signifiers organize human relations in a creative way, providing them 
with structures and shaping them. (Lacan 1998b, p. 20) 


The relation to the Other, or the symbolic order, causes an entwining of In- 
side and Outside. As a person interiorizes the law as his or her ego ideal 
(the ideals and values of the environment, of significant others, that the in- 
dividual identifies with), the social Outside inevitably becomes part of the 
subject’s Inside world. The outside world limits the instincts, thereby shap- 
ing the drives and thus also conditioning transgression (creating Nietzsche’s 
“diseased animal”). 


2.2.6 “The unconscious is outside” 

The constitutive role of the relation to the Other preempts all conceptions of 
the unconscious as merely a “dark inside” of the subject: “The Unconscious 
is outside, not hidden in any unfathomable depths” (Zizek 1997, p. 3). There- 
fore its representation as a cellar, or even as a cave by way of allusion to Plato, is 
not a good comparison (Lacan 1998b, p. 187).The unconscious straddles the 


45 


CHAPTER 2 


interface of the Inside and the Outside, where the particular and the general or 
the individual and the social meet: “the unconscious, which I represent to you 
as that which is inside the subject, .. . can be realized only outside, that is to 
say, in that locus of the Other in which alone it may assume its status” (Lacan 
1998b, p. 147). For Lacan, the unconscious is nothing without the word: it 
must come into existence by means of its articulation. The subject must come 
into existence at the locus of the Other: a possible Lacanian translation of 
Freud’s adage that “where the unconscious Id was, the I must become” (“Wo 
Es war, soll Ich werden”). 

With regard to the question of fantasy, this means that the Inside (the fan- 
tasmatic images supposedly belonging to our most intimate self) inevitably 
consists of elements that come from the Outside. Furthermore, when we want 
to express our deepest fantasies, we necessarily place them in a signifying 
chain that “annihilates” their “original meaning.” When we want to access our 
fantasies, we cannot avoid deconstructing them: the law (of the signifier) is 
an inevitable moderator. Lacan’s analyses of the unconscious fantasy contain 
the crucial notion that fantasy is unconscious because it concerns “an image 
set to work in the signifying structure” (for a more extensive description, see 
section 5.2.2).When we understand that the articulation of the unconscious, 
virtual subject thus depends on the signifying structures that humans inhabit, 
we have an opening for finding its new shapes in the outside world. 

I already introduced the virtualizing functioning of technological inter- 
faces in the first part of chapter 1, which I will now extend in order to posit 
technology as a third force of virtualization. 


2.3 VIRTUALIZATION (II): TECHNOLOGY 


2.3.1 The digital revolution: From object to interface 

Since this study is focused on information technologies, the question arises 
whether the description of technology that I have given up to now, especially 
in part 2 of chapter 1, also suits the situation in which technologies operate 
on information. For there is the pitfall that we might still consider technology 
to be a sort of tool transforming nature. Information technologies, however, 
do not operate on (material) nature but on (“immaterial”) information, and 
might show that the usual conception of technology is too restrictive. At the 
very least, this replacement of nature by information, typical of the postmod- 
ern world, questions the modernist thinking (specifically, about technology) 
in terms of a univocal opposition of nature and culture. The confusion of the 
natural and the artificial places us in “the postmodern condition.” We might 
even be said to be living in a “technological universe” (Ellul 1967) because 
of a thoroughgoing replacement of the natural by the technological. Technol- 


ogy is “progressively effacing the two previous environments,” nature and 
society; “human beings have to adapt to it and accept total change” (Ellul 
1989, 134, 136). 

So, what is the importance of the fact that we are dealing with information 
technologies? This brings us to the (philosophical) question of the difference 
between analogue and digital representation. Shouldn’t this be a question for 
engineers? That is to say, can’t this difference be accounted for in a technical 
way? Not really. The distinction between digital and analogue representation 
is philosophical before it is technical (Chesher 1997, p. 86). The difference 
is not fully explicable in a quantitative manner (e.g., I see things better with my 
virtual reality goggles on), because it has a qualitative aspect (I see a different 
reality) the Kantian critique of naive realism remains crucial today. Digitiza- 
tion highlights the fact that the reality we live in is not an objective given, and 
thus our investigation analyzes how it consists of a framing of things and how 
technologies organize such windows on the world. 

I will give a simple example to illustrate the question of analogy. When I 
see a large mushroom cloud above a city (on television, in a drawing, through 
the screen of my cockpit, or on a computer display: in all cases, it appears on 
a “screen”), not only do I know that there was an explosion (there is a causal 
relation; it is an index, as Peirce would say) but I also know that there has been 
a huge explosion. Analogue representations encode or represent their message 
in a proportional or continuous degree (Lévy 2001, p. 33).They have a propor- 
tionality between object and representation, matter and form, sender and 
receiver. In its technical manifestations the analogue representation implies 
that the object that emanates the signal has the same, or similar, form as itself: 
“An analogue code represents what it signifies by establishing a relationship 
of parallel degree... .The signal is analogous to what it is representing. ... 
Where analogue involves a conversion of form, digital always involves encod- 
ing and decoding” (Chesher 1997, p. 86). 

An example of an analogue “conversion of form” is the vinyl record. Its 
structure is similar to the structure of the sound volume it generates: the 
deeper the groove, the higher the volume. Proportionality between the repre- 
sentation and that which it represents characterizes the analogue representa- 
tion. And the analogue sign system uses continuous, and not separated, units 
(the analogue clock illustrates this: it represents time without intervals, unlike 
the digital clock). But this does not imply per se that they have a figurative 
resemblance to what they represent. For what would time look like? And a 
curve that represents someone’s heartbeat naturally does not look like the 
beating of a heart. 

The first crucial characteristic of the digital revolution is the conversion of 
analogue information to digital information, called “digitization.” Digitiza- 
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tion is a conversion of continuous data into a numerical representation. That 
is to say, all sorts of objects are encoded into the “language” of zeros and 
ones that composes digital information. This “language” has different units 
for different sorts of media: images are encoded as pixels, sounds as voxels, 
texts as numbers and letters, graphical representations as polygons, and scripts 
or sets of algorithms are units of movements. As objects transform into the 
digital language of the computer, they become easily manipulable, transport- 
able with the speed of light, and can be copied endlessly. 

The supposed substantial object behind the different actualizations on the 
computer screen then becomes a purely virtual object. Although the actual- 
izations do approach the encoded object to a certain extent, they are never 
identical to it. The encoded object loses its true form in representation. For 
what is supposed to be the right form for a “package” of zeros and ones? The 
perceptible, or phenomenal, properties and characteristics as such are not 
present in the encoded object. The appearance of the object depends on the 
software of the user, its configurations, and its manipulation by the user. 

Digital representation breaks with the principles of continuity, proportion- 
ality, and similarity that characterize analogy. The similarity of form between 
object and representation is no longer the basis of its encoding, but a transla- 
tion of the object into numbers of a binary language. The computer represents 
the objects as data that can appear in various forms; it substitutes every constant 
with a variable (Manovich 2001, p. 43). Manovich designates variability as the 
crucial aspect of the new media object. Because the digital revolution recasts 
all kinds of representational systems as digital information, there is a similar- 
ity at the level of binary coding. And since different media all have the same 
basic structure, one can also speak of a “multimedia revolution” (Lunenberg 
1999, p. xvi). 

One must not forget that the digital object does have a previous history. 
Earlier, the electronic object in media such as radio and television caused 
an important shift from the material object to an electronic signal, which is 
only radicalized with the digital object. The present state of the new media 
object is “liquid”: it does not have a fixed form or identity. Data can appear 
in different forms: just imagine what digital photography can do with the 
“real” image. Digitization confronts us with the notion of a radical break with 
the principle of analogy as a “conversion of form,” for the very reason that 
it breaks loose from the identity of form. The images that I see on my computer 
screen, for instance, are not necessarily similar to the “real object,” because 
for the computer the “real” consists of digital information that the user can 
store, mutate, control, and access at his will. Crucial here is the notion that the 
object consists of data. And these data can appear in different forms, that is, they 
can appear via a number of different interfaces. Therefore Manovich states: “A 


new media object can be defined as one or more interfaces to a multimedia 
database” (Manovich 2001, p. 37). 

To explain the influence of digital technologies on our conception of re- 
ality, I bring together two revolutions in the relation of the human subject 
toward the object of his representations: the Kantian (see section 1.1.4) and 
the digital one. Both involve a radical questioning of the natural world of ref- 
erences. The Kantian revolution questions it mainly because of the constitutive 
quality of the subject, the digital revolution mainly because of the assembled 
quality of the (digitized) object. In order to understand “real” objects, we can- 
not simply address “things as they are,” because we ourselves also constitute 
them, mentally and cybernetically. Therefore a philosophical analysis of the 
digitized object consists in an analysis of the conditions of possibility of the appear- 
ance of the object! The so-called Toronto school in media studies (McLuhan, 
Havelock, Ong, De Kerckhove) analyzes the mode in which media determine 
our experience of reality in such a Kantian way. I will also use this transcen- 
dental approach, which focuses less on concrete descriptions of specific cases 
than on the way we conceive of an object by means of the conditions of the 
techno-fantasmatic screen. Such a “philosophical” analysis is concerned less 
with the content than with the structure of appearance. 


2.3.2 Digitization and the mind’s schemes of representation 
The process of digitization modifies the two basic coordinates of representa- 
tion: time and space. As Jeremy Rifkin states in his book Time Wars, the way 
in which we imagine, explain, and use time mediates all our perceptions 
of ourselves and the world and is hence constitutive of our identity and the 
culture we live in (Rifkin 1987, p. 1)—a conclusion consistent with Kant. 
Digitization of time can change the way we experience time, the way we relate 
to the past and to the future. Thus programming can determine in advance the 
sequence, duration, and tempo of an event: automated machinery automati- 
cally instructs how to make a product or when to deliver a service. Because hu- 
man mediation (which is also modification, error, caprice) dissolves, there is a 
basically different design of time than in the schedule, the plan, or the project, 
which are our “traditional” schemes for our relation to the future. Programs 
also eliminate the user from her subjective experience of the past—which 
she usually takes as a source and guide (a “scheme”) for future actions—and 
make her rely more on data than on personal recollections (ibid., p. 100). 
Digitization of time therefore means a (further) removal from the ob- 
ject of our “natural” or “immediate” experience. This digitization of the time 
scale is typical of the changed relation toward the surrounding world that the 
computer causes. Whereas the clock, as an analogue representation of time, 
refers to the circular time defined by the earth’s orbit, the digital time scale is 
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no longer bound to such a circular reference. With the computer we are less 
bound to the space-time of our direct environment, as we can be virtually 
present in different time zones. Time is experienced less as temporality with 
its (analogue) representations than as speed (“virtual immediacy”). 

With respect to space, cyberspace can actually bring a physical elsewhere 
into the physical presence of the user, and offer the possibility of actually 
moving and acting in that virtual elsewhere. We call this “telepresence” (such 
as seeing through the eyes of a robot), and it highlights the question of what 
is real and what is virtual: am I here—at the place where I sit (body), or am I 
there—at the place from which I see (mind) ?The example of telepresence, in 
which cyberspace functions as a medium to let the user perceive in a different 
space, shows that digitization can radically cause a (further) discontinuity 
between humans and our surrounding world, as well as between our body 
and our mind. 

What we call cyberspace is a “realization” of this experience in a parallel 
space in which the continuity with natural space has almost dissolved (we 
are not subjected to the laws of gravity, to our physical position, to physical 
distances, and so on). In the case of webcams, for instance, digital technol- 
ogies work to annul, to undo, or philosophically to negate the distances that 
separate the user from the place (resort, or home) where he wants to be. 
They virtualize those places, and transform them into “non-places” extracted 
from their geographical, historical, cultural, and linguistic contexts (Simons 
2002, p. 302). Therefore a standard fantasy imagines cyberspace as a space of 
surpassing (transcending) all the old limits. 

Cyberspace as a medium of “immediacy” seems to transport us immedi- 
ately to different times and spaces. And it may give us the impression that all 
information is present in it, and can—or must be—withdrawable on demand, 
without notice. It seems that cyberspace leads to a “time-space compres- 
sion,” where the schemes with which we organize our reality (the physical 
space-time that we exist in) loosen their firm grip on our experience of reality. 
Time and space seem to be dimensions of the world that we can compress by 
means of the computer: they lose their significance. Nevertheless, this may be 
only one side of the story, for the “immediacy” also causes time and space to 
become more important; indeed, they become increasingly critical dimen- 
sions. We don’t want to wait for a file to be downloaded; transportation must 
be done in real time, without delay. 

In his “Speculations on Freud,” from his book The Post Card, Derrida advances 
the fundamental thesis that, in Freudian psychoanalysis, a detour (Umweg) is 
the efficacy of the psychic apparatus, necessary in order to avoid the destruc- 
tive and deadly limits of pure enjoyment and pure reality (Derrida 1987).The 
duplicity of real-time interaction shows that it is the quest for immediacy that 
challenges the “traditional” experience of reality based on delay. 


2.3.3 Technological fiction: Invocational media 

Several authors stress the intricacy of the mediation by language and tech- 
nological mediatization. De Kerckhove (1995), for example, formulates it 
succinctly in his chapter called “The Origins of Technology in Language.” 
His predecessor in Toronto, Marshall McLuhan, refers to such a philosophy of 
technology in the work of Henri Bergson: 


It is the extension of man in speech that enables intellect to detach itself from 
the vastly wider reality. Without language, Bergson suggests, human intelli- 
gence would have remained totally involved in the objects of its attention. . .. 
Bergson argues in Creative Evolution that even consciousness is an extension of 
man that dims the bliss of union in the collective unconscious. (McLuhan 
1994, p.79) 


As an extension of humans, language is the first technology (of virtualization) 
in that it enables us to consciously grasp the world beyond the objects of our 
attention: language implies a mediation of the world. All sorts of technologies 
bring this expansion of human possibilities in space and time even further 
(mediatization) .Technology, just like language, brings about “space-time distan- 
tiation”: it detaches us from the here and now. 

In his theory of mediatization, John Thompson stresses this intricacy, be- 
cause both kinds of media are about the transmission of symbolic forms, 
which are detached and distantiated from the original context of their pro- 
duction, both spatially and temporally, and inserted into new contexts that 
are located at different times and places (Thompson 1990, p. 13).This is what 
Lévy (1998) considers to be virtualization. Even more than the previous me- 
dia, like photography or film, that they “remediate,” virtual technologies are 
in an especially close connection to (spoken) language, for they open up not 
only a world that we look at but a world in which we can do something. They 
contain performative environments.® 

Whereas Lacan states that there is no subject outside language, new me- 
dia theorist Michelle Kendrick states that there is no subject outside tech- 
nology. Applying the notion of technology in a broad sense, she holds that 
technologies—material and semiotic—always reconstruct subjectivity, so that 
any subjectivity or identity, any sense of a pretechnological reality or a reality 
distinct from or prior to technological interventions, can only be imaginary 
(Kendrick 1996, p. 144). Because of the constitutive function of both lin- 
guistic mediation and technological mediatization (language as a technol- 
ogy, technology as a language), the notion of a self-evident real outside 
those media, and separate from them, is a purely imaginary illusion. I will 
give a few examples to illustrate this virtualization by means of information 
technologies.’ 
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“No one has ever seen atoms.” This quotation heads an article about one of 
the Netherlands’ top scientists in molecular dynamics, Wilfred van Gunsteren, 
who is working on the simulation of atomic reality, because “everyone nowa- 
days wants to know what is happening at the atomic level” (NRC Handelsblad 
2001). Heinz Pagels in his book The Dreams of Reason expands this topic to all of 
the computational sciences. Why is it, he asks, that we make a model of the 
world and represent it as a myth, a metaphor, or a scientific theory? Why does 
the mind reform its experiences in terms of symbols? According to Pagels, a 
good simulation (such as a religious myth or a scientific theory) gives us the 
feeling of control over our experiences. With the appropriation (symbolic 
representation) comes the realization that we have denied the immediacy of 
reality (Pagels 1988, p. 88).This “immediacy of reality” (“the real”) is what 
we cannot grasp or see (we cannot see atoms). It is, so to speak, what “we 
have lost.” The example of the atoms clarifies that—applied to the scientific 
enterprise—we have never possessed this “immediate sight.” Van Gunsteren 
argues, “The biologist and the chemist are blind to their experiments. They 
measure all sorts of values .. . but they cannot see what really happens at the 
atomic level” (in NRC Handelsblad 2001). Nevertheless, we try to simulate the im- 
mediacy of sight. We do this by privileging the discourses of the sciences, which, 
according to Debra Bergoffen, is how the West expresses its grief over the lost 
object of its passion for knowledge: the Thing, the void around which all the 
symbolizations circle (Bergoffen 1995, p. 576). 

Computers objectify into a material form the representations, metaphors, 
or symbolizations that have always mediated human perceptions. In a com- 
ment on the Rhizome blog on January 19, 2000, critic and Lacan specialist 
Alexandre Leupin considers the Internet as confirming Ferdinand de Saus- 
sure’s discovery that language, taken on the level of signifiers, is only a se- 
ries of relative and negative differentials, which can be written minimally as 
[0,1]. From the outset language was already digital. The computerized virtual 
world that those two basic elements can create prolongs what we have always 
termed cosmos, i.e., the linguistic fiction of our perceptions. In this way, the 
Internet does not constitute an epistemological break (Leupin 2000). It is, for 
instance, well known that online communication (especially in Internet Relay 
Chat and Usenet newsgroups) has its own rules and signifiers: (_)]©. And 
one can find, in a more visual form, the narrative structures that virtualize our 
reality in computer games and virtual worlds. This justifies the consideration 
of cyberspace as a realm of interconnected signifiers, as a reality made out of 
fiction. 

Sherry Turkle draws a parallel between online personae and the self that 
emerges in a psychoanalytic encounter. Both are significantly virtual, con- 
structed either within the space of analysis or in the virtual space of online 
role-playing communities (Turkle 1995, p. 256). This parallel confirms the 


Lacanian perspective on cyberspace as a realm whose “truth” finds its foun- 
dation not in reality but in the signifier. Truth has the structure of a fiction, 
and cyberspace is an extension of our age-old capacity and need to dwell in 
fiction (Benedikt 1991, p. 6). Considering the fictitious structure of reality, 
cyberspace seems to be nothing else than a realm of technologically produced 
fictions. In that sense it does not differ fundamentally from “reality as we 
know it.” 

Since we are always already also in a fictitious perspective toward the real, 
computers do not just “lead us into fictionality.” They may actually create 
new and different (virtual) perspectives. Some examples can illustrate this. Pagels 
(1988, p. 45) emphasizes that the computational point of view of physical 
processes (the material world and the dynamic processes in it are considered 
to be computers) creates a new perspective that unifies science in a different 
way. Furthermore, in a virtual reality environment, we can stand inside a 
molecule and observe it from the inside. With computers we can also extend 
the calculability of natural laws that define the development of systems (the 
brain, the solar system, quantum particles). And telepresence systems allow 
us to look through “distant eyes.” 

Since computers also present the real (the “real me,” the atoms) by means 
of signifiers, one may hold that, at a mental level, computers contain an aspect 
of invocation or incantation. By their very technical structure, computers cre- 
ate a world on the screen that mediates a “pre-technological reality” (Kendrick 
1996), or the real. Because this world on the screen can be highly enchanting, 
many researchers point to the resemblance between computers and magic 
(Davis 1998), or technical images and magic (Flusser 1983). Computers al- 
low us to handle or manage a real world behind the screen that we otherwise 
could not deal with (because of its complexity, its nonexistence, because it is 
heavily emotionally charged). Because of this basic technical feature, Chesher 
calls computers “invocational media”: we invoke data by a command, a call, 
or a click on an icon. Although invocation traditionally involves magic or a 
deity, it is a useful metaphor for how computers allow people to “call up” data 
(Chesher 1997, pp. 83-84). 
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FANTASY AND THE VIRTUAL MIND 


3.1 “INFORMATION WANTS TO BE FREE”? 


3.1.1 Modern representation and the transparency of the screen 

In the Cartesian view, the body is merely a natural, mechanical thing char- 
acterized by extension in physical space. The mind, on the other hand, is the 
instance of true thought that exists in a virtual space of representation—and 
because the mind does not have an extension, one could situate it in “space- 
less space,” a term Manovich (2001) uses to describe cyberspace. From this 
duplicity of physical and virtual space arises the classical notion of repre- 
sentation, in which physical space finds its true form in the virtual space of 
representation. 

Cyberspace has been interpreted, with a great deal of high-tech rhetoric, 
as a (nonphysical) space inhabited by immaterial data objects, in which the 
user can wander around as a bodiless intelligence. As a pure mind of symbolic 
representation, he or she would be liberated from all the limitations imposed 
by physical space. In this sense, cyberspace would realize the Platonic desire 
for access to the immaterial realm of Ideas and Descartes’s ideal of disengaged 
knowledge. 

Cyberspace, being the most advanced form of the technological enterprise, 
offers itself as the logical “telos” of technological progress. For its symbolic 
coherence, cyberspace depends on the narrative logic of progress: it is the 
completion of our craving for transcendence (Markley 1996, p. 6). Cyber- 
space is thus a part of the Enlightenment project in which science and technol- 
ogy (must) contribute to economic and political freedom (Ess 1994, p. 234). 
But do information technologies actually generate such a revolutionary space 
of representation? Will cyberspace finally realize our gnostic desire for a de- 
parture of our earthly and bodily existence, so characteristic of all “techno- 
logical dreams” (Romanyshyn 1989, p. 20)? 

Digitization touches at the heart of us as rational subjects. But is it the high- 
light of rationality, as the modernist interpretation would have it, in which 
the rational subject can finally come to a free and undistorted representation 
of the real? This utopic idea is very influential. Bolter and Grusin show that 
in cybertechnologies the idea of representing the real thing on the screen 
without any distortionm—and thus overcoming the imperfections of the human 
subject—seems to be ineradicable (Bolter and Grusin 2000, p. 28). Hans 
Moravec’s work most clearly illustrates these high hopes for technology, since 
he considers the computer revolution a breakthrough that can liberate both 
the human mind and human culture (Moravec 1988, p. 4). It is interesting that 
the most advanced technologies and scientists tend to revert to a superseded 
view of interfacing with the real thing, in which the interface, or the medium, 
is astoundingly without any influence on the “content” of the message (see 
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Derrida’s critique in “Signature, Event, Context” of McLuhan’s notion of im- 
mediacy as “ideological”; Derrida 1982). 

Another example can be found in cybernetics, where an interesting expo- 
nent of this theory, professor Kevin Warwick, had implants built into his body 
in order to communicate with objects around him, so that the door of his 
garage would open automatically when he approached, for example (the next 
step might be the direct brain-to-brain communication via the Internet). In 
his account of his experiments in the book I, Cyborg, he writes: “Human com- 
munication is on the verge of'a complete overhaul. We will shortly make much 
more use of the technology that can send and receive millions of messages, 
in parallel, with zero error. We will interface with machines through thought 
signals. We will become nodes on a techno-network. We will be able to com- 
municate with other humans merely by thinking to each other. Speech, as we 
know it, may well become obsolete” (Warwick 2002, pp. 2-3). Technological 
communication in virtual space is thus seen once again as a liberation of our 
limited, physical relations (this is Doel and Clarke’s [1999] second version of 
virtual reality, in which the virtual “suppletes” the real; see section 2.1.3). 

Digitization may lead to the conviction that we are finally at the brink of 
eliminating the human subject with all its wishes, convictions, and so on 
that distort our clear, rational view of the world. Then digitization would al- 
low us to view the world independently of the shortcomings of the human 
subject. This is the claim of objectivism, which often governs scientific thought: 
objective knowledge of the world that is free of the subjective interests of the 
human mind. In the domain of technology, this is the standard view of com- 
munication: communication is simply the transmission of a message from 
one person to another, without subjective elements playing a role in it. 


3.1.2 Postmodern simulation and the opacity of the screen 

In the age of information it seems reasonable to question whether there actu- 
ally is a sharp “Cartesian” distinction between physical and virtual space. For 
instance, don’t all sorts of imaging technologies blur the distinction between 
the body as a physical extension and as a virtual representation? Imaging 
technologies do not represent the parts of the body in a second space of rep- 
resentation, as do drawings, formulas, or calculations that abstract them from 
physical space, but simulate them in a virtual space that does not seem to be 
different from physical space. 

In this way, cyberspace has been interpreted as a very compelling and fas- 
cinating virtual space that continues, and sometimes even seems to replace, 
physical space. Thus we would enter the culture of what sociologist Manuel 
Castells names real virtuality, “in which reality itself (that is, people’s material/ 
symbolic existence) is entirely captured, fully immersed in the setting of a 
virtual image, in the world of make believe, in which appearances are not just 


on the screen through which experience is communicated, but they become 
the experience” (Castells 1998, p. 373). In the culture of “real virtuality,” the 
strict difference between physical and virtual space is hard to maintain. Virtual 
and physical spaces appear to blend, by which we are, in accord with new 
media theorist Lev Manovich, clearly in the “mediated environment” of the 
simulation tradition, and not in the double space of the representation tradi- 
tion. He distinguishes the tradition of representation (Renaissance painting) 
from that of simulation (frescoes, mosaics, wall paintings, wax museums, 
sculptures on a human scale): 


The simulation tradition aims to blend virtual and physical spaces rather than 
to separate them.Therefore, the two spaces have the same scale. . .ifin the sim- 
ulation tradition, the spectator exists in a single coherent space—the physical 
space and the virtual space that continues it—in the representational tradition, 
the spectator has a double identity. She simultaneously exists in the physical 
space and in the space of representation. (Manovich 1999, pp. 112-113) 


Already representational painting and traditional photography have tried to 
efface the visible signs of human agency in the production of the image. The 
photorealism of computer graphics is the latest expression of this desire to re- 
move the traces of the human subject and to efface the visible signs of agency 
(Bolter and Grusin 2000, pp. 26-27). 

The computer is a simulation machine that presents data as objects in a 
virtual environment. In her influential work Life on the Screen, Turkle shows that 
the culture that surrounds the personal computer has evolved from one of 
calculation to one more about simulation.' Interacting and playing with the 
computer increasingly replace the use of the computer as a program that fol- 
lows strict rules. Because of the change in interface design, the user increas- 
ingly becomes a participant. As we have become so accustomed to interfacing 
with technological media, we take the simulated images at face value: “We have 
learned to take things at interface value. We are moving toward a culture of simula- 
tion in which people are increasingly comfortable with substituting represen- 
tations of reality for the real” (Turkle 1995, p. 23). 

Postmodern theories of simulation may lead to a form of subjectivism, which 
takes individual consciousness as the point of departure for the consideration 
of human thought and actions. In the context of digitization this view implies 
that cyberspace shows us that there is no “true reality” expressed by the signs, 
and that in fact everybody creates his or her own reality: in this view cyber- 
space is a domain of liberation in which everybody can be “who he really is” 
or “whoever she wants to be,” unrestrained by traditional discourses. It would 
then finally do justice to the fact that everything is the product or the content 
of individual consciousness. Virtual reality pioneer Jaron Lanier exemplifies 
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such a “subjectivist” vision of cyberspace, as he sees new technologies as 
promising the possibility of transcending the mediation of the symbolic sub- 
ject. To Lanier, technologies replace the symbolic mediation of the world and 
generate new worlds. He expresses this return to a presymbolic immediacy 
in his infamous notion of “postsymbolic communication”: in virtual reality 
we do not create symbols or codes for a house, but we actually make a house 
(Lanier and Biocca 1992). Here the digital revolution forces us into a new aes- 
thetics, anew “depthlessness” that, according to a variety of thinkers (utopian 
or dystopian), is the result of the massive influence of new media. 

This second, postmodern, interpretation of technological development 
leads to some crucial conclusions for the rational subject as it is formulated 
in modern philosophy. The old European subject of representation (Subjekt der 
Vorstellung) has totally disappeared, in its place the project of showing (Projekt 
der Darstellung) has come about (Boom 1991, p. 184).? Digital technologies 
may penetrate the human mind to such an extent that a reconsideration of the 
whole field of epistemology might result. When the images of our interfacing 
with technology appear with such intensity that they seem to be the thing 
itself, there is a shift from the realm of representation (Vorstellung) toward the 
realm of “presentification” (Darstellung) .* A Vorstellung must represent the world 
as it really is: it gives a true picture of the world in the space of representa- 
tion. Darstellung is the realm of heightened presence in which the Vorstellung is 
no longer a representation but, to use the whole range of English terms, an 
impression, an image, a show(ing), a production, a performance. Precisely the 
fact that it is so hard to determine whether we are dealing with one level or 
the other makes digitization such a powerful force: what is real?* 


3.1.3 Deconstructing signs and subjects: Semiotics and digitization 

Mark Poster links the current status of the rational subject to the changed status 
of signs in a technological world. The representational character of language 
is very problematic nowadays because the word no longer refers directly to 
the thing, and may even replace the thing completely. When language thus 
starts to represent itself, the relation between words and things is no longer 
one of representation but one of simulacra, of representations without any 
reference to an (original) object. Therefore Poster speaks of the “instability 
of the rational individual or centred subject whose imagined autonomy is 
associated with a capacity to link sign and referent, word and thing, in short, 
a representational functioning of language” (Poster 1990, p. 14). For in what 
Poster names “the mode of information,” the object tends to become not the 
material world as represented in language, but the flow of signifiers them- 
selves. With this, the subject is less and less able to distinguish something real 
behind the flow of signifiers (ibid., p.15). 


However, it isn’t only the role of signs in processes of digitization that has 
put in question the rational subject of representation. This was already begun 
by the analysis of the role of language in our representation of objects. There- 
fore I will first make some comments on semiotics, the discipline concerned 
with the role of languages, and subsequently indicate how digitization radi- 
calizes the “play of signifiers.” 

The science of semiotics has already “deconstructed” the stability of the 
rational individual. For, as one of the founding fathers of modern semiotics, 
Ferdinand de Saussure, argues, the sign never really referred to objects in the 
outside world. According to Saussure (1983), the sign consists of two ele- 
ments: the phonological element or the “acoustic image” (the signifier), and 
the conceptual element (the signified). Signification does not imply that a sign 
refers to a thing, but means that the sound image signifies a concept. Semiotics 
thus deconstructs the notion of an objective reality to which language would 
supposedly refer. Lacan radicalizes Saussure’s theories by arguing that there is 
no unbreakable bond between signifier and signified; unlike the two sides of 
a sheet of paper, they are not inseparable. For Lacan the signifier is logically 
first. So it is not the case that signifiers signify an already present concept, 
but rather the concept is construed itself by the signifiers. On that basis, one 
can understand how Lacan could use the term “floating signifiers” to refer to 
signifiers that do not have a steady reference to a concept but whose significa- 
tion “floats.” 

Although Saussure viewed the relationship between signifier and signi- 
fied as arbitrary, the two are still as inseparable as the two sides of a piece 
of paper: the social and cultural conventions combine them (inseparably) 
together. Digitization challenges exactly this conventional combination of sig- 
nifier and signified. According to Katherine Hayles information technologies 
fundamentally alter the relation of signified to signifier. She refers to the insta- 
bilities that are implicit in the Lacanian notion of the floating signifiers, and 
holds that information technologies take this instability one step further and 
“create what I will call flickering signifiers, characterized by their tendency 
towards unexpected metamorphoses, attenuations, and dispersions” (Hayles 
1999, p. 30). It is the “fluidity” of digital communication that, according to 
Hayles, causes signifiers to flicker rather than float. Texts, for example, are no 
longer durable inscriptions but changeable (by the author or by the reader, 
who then becomes the author), so that unexpected transformations in sig- 
nification can occur. A broader current of (postmodern) theory, also basing 
its views on the semiotic theory of the “empty” or “floating” signifier that 
is completely disconnected from the signified, declares this “fluidity” to be 
the principle of postmodern subjectivity itself, in that it offers individuals the 
possibility to constantly reinvent themselves.° 
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We must note here that within Doel and Clarke’s (1999) third version of 
virtual reality, in which technologically designed presence realizes the pos- 
sibilities of human and world, one must discriminate two different views. 
On the one hand is the utopian view of technology as eliminating the laws 
and limitations of systems of representation that function by means of arbi- 
trary and conventional symbols—as is the case, for instance, for virtual reality 
pioneer Jaron Lanier (see section 3.1.2) and representatives of postmodern 
feminist theory. And on the other hand is the dystopian or critical view as 
represented by Mark Poster and Jean Baudrillard, who even speaks of the “loss 
of reality” itself: One’s position depends to a large extent on the philosophical 
position one holds concerning the relation between sign and referent. There- 
fore I will briefly describe the three main positions, which also comprise the 
tripartition that one applies in systematic descriptions of the metaphor and 
of imagination. 

First of all, the positivistic or realistic position holds that a metaphor, a sign, 
or a product of imagination is a depiction or representation of the real, which 
is supposed to allow insight: representation adds nothing new to it. Secondly, 
the idealistic position considers our reality as constituted on the basis of hu- 
man knowledge, language, and imagination, and therefore that we have no 
immediate access to the real at all. Third, the constructivist position emphasizes 
the creative dimension of the “mediators” in our reality: they can create new 
forms of understanding and new images of the real, without the tie to the real 
being cut. It is within this third position that I will situate Lacanian theory. 


3.1.4 Toward a Lacanian theory of the subject in the “mode of 
information” 

I will give a few examples to delineate a Lacanian theory of the subject in 
the “mode of information,” starting with its modernist perspective. After all, 
Lacan situates his theory in the modern scientific, Cartesian tradition—but 
nevertheless adds to it the dimension of affectivity that shatters the dualism 
of mind and body (see part 2 of this chapter). From a Lacanian perspective, 
cyberspace could give us a clearer insight into the process of self-construction. 
In that case new technologies do not make the mediation of language obso- 
lete, but rather illuminate how it constructs personal identity. Analogous to 
Vivian Sobchak’s insight that cinema gave us for the first time a good look at 
the subjective structure of our vision, computer virtual reality also exposes 
our subjectivity, only more so: it may bring us to the very heart of “that invis- 
ible and private structure we each experience as ‘my own’” (Sobchak 1994, 
p. 96). Walter Benjamin writes that “the camera introduces us to unconscious 
optics as does psychoanalysis with unconscious impulses” (Benjamin 1968, 
p. 237). Or as McLuhan puts it: electric media may lead to some sort of 
“consciousness of the unconscious” (McLuhan 1994, p.47).These quotations 


show how the notion of the unconscious became integrated into notions of 
media technologies (cf. Pomerantz 2007). Technological media can enhance 
insight into the processes of subjectivation to the law (becoming a subject of 
language) .The human-computer interface may, for instance, make the process 
of subjectivation by way of the law more explicit. For when I expect to enter 
cyberspace without any constraint (because I am, after all, alone behind my 
computer), the difficulties of “direct expression” become all the more notice- 
able. I may be confronted with “Wizards” (personifications of the law) that 
try to socialize my behavior. I may feel ashamed or guilty about saying what 
I want to say (internalization of the law). I must make the effort of typing in 
words in order to make myself heard in a chat room (the law of the signifier), 
and so on. 

Following Hayles (1999), we may nevertheless also situate Lacanian theory 
in a more postmodern tradition stressing that signs refer to each other rather 
than to a supposed objective reality, thus creating new significations by them- 
selves. Our use of signs might subsequently be not merely rational but also 
playful. Then we may compare the simulated environments of the culture 
of “real virtuality” to games: both are fictive spaces for the performance of 
real acts. One might suggest that rationality itself acquires another (“post- 
modern”) meaning, in which it is the capacity to link sign and referent in a 
playful—and not in a certain—way that defines rationality. For isn’t it crazy in 
the age of the digital sign to believe in the truth (as correspondence) of what 
one sees? (Think of digital photography and the manipulation of images.) 
Wouldn’t such a belief define madness? The new “rational individual” might 
be the one who is capable of playing with and using the simulacra that fill his 
or her world. 

To further articulate the Lacanian position, I will argue in the rest of this 
chapter that the Lacanian subject is not merely a subject of play, of surfaces and 
“masks” (as a straightforward postmodern position would have it). Even if we 
play or fantasize, these superficial appearances are still governed by a deeper, 
“rational” unconscious structure: we must remember that for Lacan fantasy 
is “an image set to work in a signifying structure” (Lacan 1977, p.272).The 
playful images of ourselves, which we can find so easily in the avatars on the 
Internet, are still “avatars” of an invisible, transcendental Self. The rational pat- 
tern is to see the (repetitive) structure in all the images and communicative 
behaviors that appear to be fully liberated due to the freedom of information. 
The virtual subject, our Self that communicates by means of signifiers, thus 
still connects to the physical space of its body and world. Fantasy, I want to 
show, is exactly the place that interfaces the virtual and the real. The comput- 
erized simulated environments resemble the “intermediary” space of fantasy; 
they are between the real and the fictional. 
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Thus, I will argue that it is fantasy as a mediating screen that allows for a 
third conception of the self, beside the modernist unitary subject of represen- 
tation and the postmodern subject of simulation. Fantasy is pivotal here, as it 
results not in a separation of virtual and physical spaces, as in representation, or 
a blending of them, as in simulation; instead, fantasy interfaces virtual and physi- 
cal space. 


3.2 MIND AND BoDyY: DESCARTES, WIENER, 
AND LACAN 


3.2.1 Descartes: Causality and imagination 

To formulate more precisely the questions concerning the modern subject 
of representation and its (dis) guise in cyberspace, I will examine one of its 
primary origins: the philosophy of René Descartes. Descartes, in his discus- 
sion of that peculiar question of the modern age, namely whether the outside 
world possesses reality or not, introduced a decisive distinction between two 
realities. One of these exists in the mind as an object of understanding and 
is composed of ideas, entities, and objects, while the other reality composes 
the actual, extramental world. He calls the representative reality in the mind 
“objective,” a term he borrows from Scholastic philosophy, which evidently 
has a meaning differing completely from our current understanding of ob- 
jectivity. This realitas objectiva is the opposite of realitas actualis, which is “formal 
reality,” the actual extramental existence of things. Descartes’s causal principle 
(“there must be at least as much reality in the cause as in the effect”) implies 
that whatever is represented “objectively” in an idea must also be present in 
its cause. Here the rational mind takes the measure of the actual existence of 
things. Only when the mind has a clear understanding of an object can this 
object be said to really exist in the outside world. And this is a mind not de- 
luded by the imagination, so when the mind has a clear understanding of God, 
God must really exist. Thus his Meditations establish that his idea of God must 
have its origin in God Himself: Clear self-knowledge leads here to a scientific 
knowledge of the outside world. 

Since we can also have vivid pictures in our minds of the most complex 
things, for example, a highly intricate machine, the question then arises of 
what caused this idea. Is the person a genius with a brilliant imagination, or 
we might add to Descartes, is he mad? Descartes mostly downplays imagi- 
nation—in his most positive views, he considers it “perceptional help” for 
comprehension. Thus, the idea of something new is either “clear and distinct” 
and therefore caused by something in “formal reality” itself, which the mind 
now has discovered and thus established as an objective aspect of reality; or 
it is not clear and therefore delusive. In Descartes’s theory there is no role for 
the creative imagination. In his Sixth Meditation, he writes that “the power of 


imagining which is in me, differing as it does from the power of understand- 
ing, is not a necessary constituent of my own essence, that is of the essence of 
the mind” (Descartes 1988, p. 50). In the relation between cause and effect, 
there is no role for the imagination. Mostly it just contaminates our knowl- 
edge, for imagination is a faculty that belongs to the embodied creature, not to 
the pure mental substance. In a letter to Mersenne of July 1641, Descartes 
writes: “One might perhaps think that the entire science which considers only 
sizes, shapes and movements would be most under the sway of imagination, 
but those who have studied it know that it rests not at all on the phantasms of 
our imagination, but only on the clear and distinct notions of the mind” (in 
Cottingham 1993, p. 85). 

For Descartes, God is the supreme cause or archetype: everything found in 
an effect must be found in this supreme cause. His thought thus remains in- 
debted to Platonic and Christian metaphysics. Without this, the crucial transi- 
tion from self-knowledge to knowledge of God and the subsequent validation 
of science would be impossible (Cottingham 1993, p. 27). It is therefore a 
metaphysical substance, of a self-identical presence as the foundation of our 
reality, that in the end causes “clear and distinct” scientific ideas of the mind. 


3.2.2 Cartesian perspectivism and affectivity 

For Descartes the subject of pure thought (the cogito) is a “mind” that seeks 
to represent the real mathematically; it assumes it can find an exact, scientific 
perspective. In order to grasp this crucial issue of perspective, it is useful to 
reach back to one of the founders of the theory and practice of linear perspec- 
tive in painting, Leon Battista Alberti. 

In his 1435 work De pictura (On painting), Alberti describes the canvas as an 
“open window” onto history. Linear perspective results in the construction of 
an eye on this side of the window that could (in principle) see the world as far 
as the limit of infinity (the “vanishing point” at the horizon). Because linear 
perspective constructs a geometrical space for a subject of “infinite” repre- 
sentation, it links up neatly with Descartes’s philosophy. As a result, the visual 
culture of modernity was dominated by Renaissance notions of perspective 
in the visual arts and Cartesian ideas of subjective rationality in philosophy: 
Cartesian perspectivism (Jay 1988, p. 4). 

With mathematics at the forefront, the modern world became measurable 
and calculable. The geometrical mapping of space arose with this “Cartesian 
perspectivism.” The canvas on which the close observer paints the world, the 
window or veil between subject and object, is like a mathematical grid. The 
world appears as consisting of analyzable and fragmented parts. This window 
of representation strictly separates the subject as a spectator on this side of the 
screen from the world as an object of vision, a spectacle. The world beyond 
the screen becomes primarily a matter of light and information, of data. The 
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human eye, human vision, measures the world’s horizon. As such the window 
is the condition of the scientific attitude. Descartes’s cogito as a subject of pure 
thought and vision, as clear consciousness, is on this side of the window. As a 
point (of perspective), it differs radically from the world of bodily extensions 
on the other side of the window. It distrusts that world of bodily sensations 
and doubts whether the world really is as it appears via the senses. In this way, 
the cogito is similar to the Freudian self, which also distrusts the way the world 
appears (Romanyshyn 1989).° 

Lacan’s discussion of the geometric laws of perspective also leads to the 
conclusion that the Cartesian subject is a geometric point, a point of perspec- 
tive (Lacan 1998b, p. 86). Like the symbolic subject, the Cartesian subject is 
a point without substance, a mere point of view: the “distant point.” Lacan 
affirms that this Cartesian subject of representation is similar to the symbolic 
subject of desire studied by psychoanalysis. Lacan’s relation to the Cartesian 
cogito is nevertheless complex and therefore not univocal. On the one hand, 
the Cartesian subject is the “subject of science,” with only rational access to 
knowledge and no intuitive access, and as such is a “nonintuitive” subject of 
“rational law,” as is also the subject of psychoanalysis (Lacan 1966, p. 831). 
On the other hand, Lacan considers it to be the consciousness that falsely 
thinks of itself as transparent (Lacan 1988b, pp. 6—7).Therefore the Lacanian 
subject is not a disembodied spectator on this side of the screen.’ 

For Lacan the human subject does not have an infinite or “godlike” vision. 
Because he views the human subject as a subject of desire, he sees it as pos- 
sessing the affectivity of the imagination. Lacan’s “logic of fantasy” (formal- 
ized in the matheme 80a) theorizes the connection of the symbolic subject 
to something that is not of its order, outside (symbolic) signification: the real 
(of enjoyment). Symbolic interpretation cannot entirely construct the “real 
truth.” There’s also a “libidinal” element in it (the embodied communication, 
as elaborated in Lacan’s discussion of cybernetics). 

The libidinal “body of enjoyment” (or “the body as enjoyment”) directs 
consciousness. It fouls (and fools) the Cartesian screen of clear representation. 
The screen interfaces the symbolic and the libidinal: representation is affected. 
The Lacanian subject of the interface is therefore beyond the mind-body dual- 
ism. Lacan reaches this theoretical position not only in his discussion of the 
modern subject of representation, but also in his discussion of the mathemati- 
cal theory of communication of his day: cybernetics. 


3.2.3 Wiener and Lacan: The logic of cyborgs 

With his book Cybernetics; or, Communication and Control in the Animal and the Machine 
(1948), the American mathematician and founder of cybernetics Norbert 
Wiener revolutionized thinking about human communication and control 
by arguing that it is fundamentally similar to the communication and control 


of animals and machines. Both humans and machines are cybernetic systems 
that receive messages from the outer world via sensory organs or receptors, 
and regulate their interaction with the world via feedback loops. Just as ma- 
chines can be controlled via messages, the driver (“steersman”; in Greek, 
cybernetes) of a car controls the motor with the gas pedal, and thereby achieves 
a homeostasis of a constancy or regularity between the system and the world. 
In cybernetic systems, input and output mechanisms control entropy: a ther- 
modynamic concept defining the tendency of an organic system toward an 
increasing state of chaos.* 

Especially interesting in Wiener’s description of cybernetic systems is his 
attempt to eliminate the difference between humans and machines: the or- 
ganic and the mechanical contain a common language. In his book The Fourth 
Discontinuity Mazlish describes Western intellectual history as the overcoming 
of a series of great illusions, or discontinuities, involving four artificial distinc- 
tions: between humans and the cosmos (overcome by Copernicus), between 
humans and other life (overcome by Darwin), between humans and our un- 
conscious (overcome by Freud), and between humans and machines (Mazlish 
1993). In their outline of cyborgology, Gray, Mentor, and Figueroa-Sarriera 
state that wherever we note the dissolving fourth discontinuity, cyborgs thrive 
(Gray, Mentor, and Figueroa-Sarriera 1995, pp. 5—6). 

The cyborg also thrives in the work of Lacan. In his 1955 seminar, Lacan 
makes this perfectly clear with his answer to Octave Mannoni, who is wor- 
ried that language could be generated by a machine and thereby no longer 
be human: 


Don’t be soft. Don’t go and say that the machine is really nasty and that it 
clutters up our lives. That is not what is at stake. The machine is simply the 
succession of little 0s and 1s, so that the question whether it is human or not 
is obviously entirely settled—it isn’t. Except, there’s also the question of know- 
ing whether the human, in the sense in which you understand it, is as human 
as all that. (Lacan 1988b, p. 319) 


Lacan’s “texts” are notorious for their attempts to formalize the unconscious. 
Until the 1950s he underpinned his formalizations with game theory. In the 
lecture “Psychoanalysis and Cybernetics, or, On the Nature of Language,” 
included in the transcriptions of his 1955-1956 seminars, Lacan shifts to 
cybernetics because it is “concerned with the way in which one can reduce 
down to its essential elements the mode in which a message is transmitted” 
(Lacan 1988b, p. 296). 

The comparison that cyberneticians made between human and machine 
fascinated Lacan. According to Wiener and John von Neumann, the most im- 
portant entity in this equation is information, not energy. This idea gave Lacan 
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the opportunity to redefine the Freudian unconscious, away from what he saw 
as its biological aberration: “Don’t you know that the energetic is nothing else, 
whatever the naive hearts of the engineers believe, than the appliance of a net- 
work of signifiers onto the world?” (Lacan 1991, p. 54; my translation). Wie- 
ner’s cybernetics corresponds to the structuralist theory of language (Hayles 
1999, pp. 91-98). Similarly, for Lacan communication is not about essence 
or the articulation of inherent references; it does not transfer a preestablished 
essence (substance, or meaning). 

Lacan conceives the unconscious as an autonomous cybernetic circuit. 
Phenomena such as repetition and free association illustrate this “automatic” 
production of signifiers. There is an (unconscious) system determining which 
signifiers can appear at a certain moment. The unconscious discourse of the 
Other functions as “the discourse of the circuit in which I am integrated. I 
am one of its links. It is the discourse of my father for instance, insofar as my 
father made mistakes which I am absolutely condemned to reproduce” (Lacan 
1988b, p. 89). 

In his later lecture on psychoanalysis and cybernetics, Lacan dilates upon 
this question of determinism, which—I will try to show—hinges on the is- 
sue of fantasy. He uses cybernetics to shed light on the analytical situation in 
which one tries to let the analysand speak without intention (free association), 
that is to say, “he should intentionally get as close as possible to chance” (Lacan 
1988b, p. 296). But precisely this speech reveals some sort of determinism, 
as exemplified by the repetition of mistakes. Lacan posits that cybernetics can 
illuminate this determinism. Thus he tries to construct psychoanalysis via the 
path of the exact sciences, which study the real through a strict discourse (a 
syntax): cybernetics is “a science of syntax” (ibid., p. 305). Cybernetics con- 
ceives language, reduced to its barest bones, as a binary system of 1s and Os 
(which, like a handful of other elementary symbols and operators such as A, B, 
x,y, +, and -, can form a system).A certain combination of the elements 0 and 
1 can constitute a circuit transmitting a certain message. This might explain— 
to pull it into the field of psychoanalysis proper—why the analysand has said 
a particular thing or always repeats the same trait or action. 


3.2.4 Cybernetics and embodiment 

However, despite Lacan’s fascination with the “exact” formalizations of cy- 
bernetics, he discovers that the cybernetic objectivation of mental processes 
does not fully work for a science of humans such as psychoanalysis. Repeti- 
tion shows that beyond the “pure” codified language, there is also the aspect 
of fixation. When we try to speak as freely as possible (the virtual subject of 
discourse constructing itself in speech), there is a (libidinal) force that con- 
stantly leads us to the same point. So Lacan comes to the conclusion that “for 
the message to be a message, not only must there be a sequence of signs, but 


there has to be a sequence of directed signs” (Lacan 1988b, p. 305). Although 
one can study the laws of language—in the domain of the Other—down to 
its most basic elements, it is still decisive to which other the subject addresses 
the sign.” 

A human being is not just a symbolic, virtualized subject of language un- 
der logical “control” (a subject of an ordering based purely on syntax). She is 
also a subject of the drive, of a libidinal investment in images that directs her 
“disembodied,” formal desire and gives it meaning (a subject of a semantic 
ordering of things). This is what Lacan discovers on his path through cyber- 
netic theory, and adds to it: 


At this point we come upon a precious fact revealed to us by cybernetics— 
there is something in the symbolic function of human discourse that cannot 
be eliminated, and that is the role played in it by the imaginary. (Lacan 1988b, 
p. 306) 


The imaginary, as a never fully erasable—for also constitutive—identification 
with fantasmatic images, is in fact the libidinal motivation in symbolic (self-) 
expression. The libidinal relations toward our own and other people’s images 
remain involved in our use of language. This “energetic” element “colors” the 
way we use language to transmit a message. Therefore this motivation of the 
“libidinal body” halts the possibility of a clear cyberconsciousness that would 
be reducible to the pure thought of exact signs. 


We are embodied beings, and we always think by means of some imaginary 
go-between, which halts, stops, clouds up the symbolic mediation. The latter 
is perpetually ground up, interrupted. (Lacan 1988b, p. 319) 


Lacan’s imaginary order fits with Freud’s pleasure principle. Images pro- 
vide and regulate pleasure: pleasure on a bodily level, where body and images 
closely connect. Sandy Stone’s theory of embodiment in virtual environments 
teaches us the importance of this libidinous element of images in the com- 
munication of signs. In her analysis of phone sex, for instance, she makes very 
clear that the element of embodiment in this purely verbal communication 
is the libidinal expectation of certain images or scenarios to appear: “out of 
a highly compressed token of desire the client constitutes meaning that is 
dense, locally situated, and socially particular. Bodies in cyberspace are also 
constituted by descriptive codes that ‘embody’ expectations of appearance” 
(Stone 2001, p. 189). 

For Lacan the “pure subject” of the signifier, of the circuit, cannot do with- 
out an original anticipation: “The foundation of the system is already in play. 
How could it be established if it didn’t rest on the notion of chance, that is 
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to say on a certain pure anticipation, which already has a meaning?” (Lacan 
1988b, p. 305). The role of avatars in virtual communication clearly illus- 
trates, or even makes visible, this notion of embodiment as the involvement 
of images in “pure” (codified) communication. In the early text-based MUDs 
(multiple-user dungeons/dimensions) and computer games, the user had 
to make a visual representation of those virtual worlds out of textual signs 
or instructions (and hence by virtue of his capacity for fantasy). It is not a 
superfluous “morass of subjectivity” that gives meaning to language by means 
of its ambiguities, emotional content, and human subtleties; it is, by contrast, 
an inevitable surplus subjectivity. Lacan’s work is not a plea for subjectivism 
(as subjective arbitrariness), but its opposite. Although fantasy may be elimi- 
nated as a realm of imaginary illusions that clouds clear thinking—which is 
precisely the goal of psychoanalysis—one cannot eliminate the constitutive 
aspect of the imagination. We always anticipate the future on the basis of ideal 
images: being someone else, being somewhere else, and so on. These images 
are what motivate us, and also what keep the subject of clear thought—or of 
exact signs—on its feet.'° 

In the 1950s Lacan noticed this embodiment of computation (“embodied 
background information,” the “image schema”), and in his second seminar 
he names this element that obstructs clear communication “the imaginary.” 
Later on he explicitly calls it fantasy. Fantasy is the way we conceive of our- 
selves in relation to the Other. It has a “foundational” status: it founds the 
system of communication by linking it “originally” to our embodied context. 
It directs the signs and thereby introduces a meaning not deducible from pure 
syntax. The attempt in analysis to speak without restrictions (“by chance”) is 
a way to articulate the determining fantasy. 


3.3 INFORMATION WANTS IMAGINATION 


3.3.1. Information and meaning 

Both cybernetics and cyberspace revolve around the codification of objects 
into an exact language of zeros and ones (“information codes” such as the 
software codes that run cyberspace, the information codes of DNA, and so 
on). In the discussion between Wiener and Lacan, it is worth noting the 
difference between information in a strict technical sense and information 
concerning content. In the first sense, information consists of signals, mes- 
sages encoded to be decipherable independent of noise. Here information 
has a merely syntactical dimension of the formal relation of codes. In the 
second sense it concerns signs, messages comprehensible only in a certain 
communicative context; then information also relates to meaning (seman- 
tics) and use (pragmatics). 


The commonsense idea of communication considers the message as a “par- 
cel” that the sender delivers to the receiver. This so-called transmission model 
of communication is also the foundation of one of the first major attempts to 
formalize information, made by Shannon and Weaver (1949), who fully ab- 
stract information from its context. According to the American telecommuni- 
cations engineer Claude Shannon— Warren Weaver was merely an expounder, 
albeit famous, of Shannon’s theory (Hayles 1999, p. 300)—information is a 
probability function with no dimensions or materiality. It represents a choice 
of one message from a range of possible messages. The more probable a mes- 
sage is, the less information it contains. So when I say that it will rain in the 
coming month, I deliver far less information than when making this state- 
ment about the next two days. Wiener also sees information as representing a 
choice of one message from a range of possible messages (ibid., p. 52); thus, 
this definition of information as a function of the probabilities of messages 
is known as the Shannon-Wiener theory of information. Both Shannon and 
Wiener separated information from meaning, since they wanted informa- 
tion to have a stable value as it moved from one context to another. Their goal 
was to develop a mathematical theory of information, and the introduction of 
meaning into it would have made it impossible to reach this goal by contex- 
tualizing information. However, with this relationship between information 
and expectation (I expect rain tomorrow) in the Shannon-Wiener theory, we 
might get close to a definition of information as “a difference which makes a 
difference” (that is, a difference for a human subject) as articulated by Gregory 
Bateson, who wanted to show that Shannon’s theory of information thus 
could not “avoid the complexities and difficulties introduced into communi- 
cation theory by the concept of ‘Meaning’” (Bateson 1972, p. 413). 

Recent academic approaches toward television, film, and mass communi- 
cation also point out that the meaning of messages is not merely determined 
by the signals they consist of: the receiver plays an important role in the con- 
struction of meaning, by means of her context, her assumptions about the 
intentions of the sender, and her own goals in the communication. Phenom- 
enology, as well as the theory of metaphors of Lakoff and Johnson (1980), 
emphasizes that we need embodied background information in order to 
meaningfully handle the information we retrieve via computer interfaces. 
George Lakoff criticizes the so-called conduit metaphor, which supposes ideas 
are objects that we can put into words and send over a conduit, a channel of 
communication, to the receiver, who extracts the ideas from the words. The 
metaphor is based on the idea that meaning exists objectively and indepen- 
dent of human beings. Lakoff (1995, p. 121) rejects this metaphor, arguing 
that reason is not disembodied and that we always think in image schemas. 
Meaningful information does not consist of context-independent symbols 
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and rules, but is enclosed in an embodied interaction with the objects of our 
daily life. 

In stressing the importance of social contexts and codes, semiotics opposes 
the “transmission model” of information. Information is not a “thing” that is 
there (in the mind, in the world), simply to be transmitted by different kind 
of media; it is linked to meaning that the human subject introduces. Semiot- 
ics teaches us that the real is not something that is simply present and waits to 
be articulated “objectively” by a metalanguage purified of all particularities. 
The lesson of semiotics concerns the active creation by the human subject of meaning 
in the world. The roles the human subject plays and the codes and conven- 
tions that govern our daily life (possibly without our being aware of them) 
create meaning. Only when we can objectify meaning into information with 
a stable value will we have entered the posthuman era (Hayles 1999).The so- 
called Toronto school of communication, which teaches that “communica- 
tion systems create definite psychological and social ‘states’” (De Kerckhove 
1989, p. 73), also applies semiotic theory to technology, asserting that our 
experiences are greatly influenced by technological media. Those media do 
not simply register the world “as it really is,” but actively create the world 
that we live in: they form our picture of the world. 

The inseparability of human reality from the sign is also the basic principle 
of Ernst Cassirer’s philosophy of the symbol. The symbol mediates between 
perception and understanding: the function of “signifying” is the basis of all 
systems of symbols. Cassirer creates an entire philosophy of culture out of this 
idea, a sort of semiotics of the symbolically “encrypted” phenomena of cul- 
ture. He takes the theory of the sign beyond the domain of language into the 
domains of science, mythology, art, and religion, arguing that every system of 
symbols brings about a specific modeling or design not of the world but rather 
to the world, to an objective whole of meaning and representation. “What we 
call nature. . .isa poem hidden behind a wonderful secret writing; if we could 
decipher the puzzle, we should recognize in it the odyssey of the human spirit, 
which in astonishing delusion flees from itself while seeking itself” (Cassirer 
1970, 8). The notion of a naturally occurring and nonmediated “real world” 
is, according to Cassirer’s diagnosis, an uncritical, inept, and nonsensical as- 
sumption (Neumann 1973). 


3.3.2 Data ina discourse: The case of biometrics 

Within the scope of (“objective”) information versus (“subjective”) mean- 
ing, biometrics is an interesting technological development, showing how 
the human use of information can also be a misuse of it (possibly without us 
being aware of it) and thus revealing the importance of gaining consciousness 
of our subjective involvement. Biometrical technologies produce digital rep- 
resentations of an individual’s unique physical characteristics, such as finger- 


prints, the shape of a hand, the iris, the voice, the face, or the blood vessels of 
hand or retina. These representations are stored in databases and can be used as 
means of identification for entering a certain physical space, a computer, or an 
informational system. Departments of public service (welfare), immigration 
offices, employers, hospitals, and insurance companies also use these kinds of 
identification technologies, or are interested in using them. Because biometri- 
cal systems promise an infallible means of identification, they seem more 
valuable than systems that require an object, such as a photo or document 
(Van der Ploeg 2002). Biometrical identification would provide an important 
tool for establishing certain connections between the physical and the virtual 
person, a crucial linking in a networked informational society, for when so 
much information on people resides in files and databases, connecting the 
right physical person to the right file is vital. The use of the Internet highlights 
this problem, as it makes it easy to impersonate someone else or to pretend 
to be a different type of person. The reliability of electronic commerce, email, 
and other transactions depends on the trustworthiness of the link. 

Nevertheless, it is questionable whether biometrics is a neutral instrument 
for establishing the “sameness” of a person. Biometrical data always obtain a 
meaning in a certain practice, and these practices are primarily disciplinary ones, 
as biometrical identification is disproportionally imposed on convicts, im- 
migrants, social security recipients, or patients receiving medicine. Biomet- 
ric technologies not only register who we are, they also shape who we are 
(Van der Ploeg 2002).As technologies of subjectivation, biometrical identifi- 
cations are not neutral or objective when they inscribe a person in the socio- 
symbolic “context” by means of the “text” of his or her body. The (pretended) 
real body identification is, rather, the real weight of the subject in a discourse. A 
biometrical identification of someone’s voice as a real object functions as the 
“hard kernel” of a subjectivity structured by sociosymbolic discourses (just 
as Lacan holds that the voice as an object a is the real weight of the subject in 
his discourse). Although biometrics pins down identity by voice recogni- 
tion, the broader (fictional) structures still influence the signification of this 
identification—structures that nowadays are often underpinned by scenarios 
of security (Mattelart 2008). 

Therefore the gestalt on the computer screen interfaces the real (biometric 
identification) and the virtual (structures), and fantasmatic scenarios deter- 
mine for the greater part the content of the codifications. Biometrical technol- 
ogies interface the real and the symbolic. As such, they differ from biological 
determinism, which proposes to determine the person by means of certain 
physical characteristics. Biometrics simultaneously involves biological and 
social identity, and thus goes beyond the opposition of nature and culture. 
Nature and culture go hand in hand in the technological production of a real- 
ity that the computer display produces or sustains. 
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3.3.3 A Lacanian third-wave cybernetics? Anticipated information 
Lacan’s discussion with Wiener shows that one cannot purge human commu- 
nication of the “imagining” of the object of desire. The fantasmatic element 
renders the position of the subject in the symbolic order of communication 
codes. When, in Stone’s example of phone sex (section 3.2.4), I desire and 
imagine myself to be the president of the Unites States and the other to be my 
servant, this fantasy determines the embodiment of my communication, its 
concrete experience, and its significance for me. 

At once, we notice here the difference between technological forms of 
virtuality and its preceding versions in which “traditional” structures (con- 
ventions concerning duties, race, gender, etc.) determined one’s place in the 
symbolic order. In technological virtuality, the individual is less bound to a 
symbolic order, leaving more space for fantasy—the whole issue of role play- 
ing in cyberspace testifies to this. Because of this “liberation” from traditional 
structures, many (feminist) theorists claim that the zeros and ones of tech- 
noculture imply the end of patriarchy (Plant 1997). Although Lacan often is 
situated on the side of the “bad guys,” his main argument remains that it is 
fantasy that sustains one’s position in the symbolic order (someone’s “point 
of view”: being a student or the president). Lacanian theory is not so much 
about defending certain symbolic orders as about offering insight into their 
organization (see the case of biometrics), an organization that is, I claim, so 
much dependent on the human-computer interface. 

Lacan’s discussion with Wiener involves the so-called first wave of cyber- 
netics (from 1945 to 1960), in which homeostasis was the central concept. 
In the second wave, roughly from 1960 to 1980, the central element was 
reflexivity. From 1980 to the present, the crucial concept in (third-wave) 
cybernetics has been virtuality (Hayles 1999, p. 7). Lacanian thought can 
be fruitful for the question of virtuality, and especially for the matter of em- 
bodiment.'! In order to pass from Lacan’s writing on first-wave cybernetics 
to an application of his thought to the third wave, I will first move through 
second-wave cybernetics. 

Because of the emphasis on “subjectivized” language—that is, on the role 
of the subject of desire in the construction of reality—it might be tempting to 
situate Lacanian thought in the second wave of cybernetic theory. This second 
wave evolved from the problem of how to take into account the role of the 
observer in perception, which led to the notion of reflexivity. In the work of 
Humberto Maturana, one of the main theorists of second-wave cybernetics, 
this notion leads to an extreme form of constructivism, exemplified by his 
fundamental maxim that “everything said is said by an observer” (Hayles 
1999, p. 135). 

In their analysis of the work of Maturana and Lacan, Boxer and Kenny argue 
that for Maturana the self exists only in language, and they relate this idea to 


Lacan’s thesis that “there is no meta-language” (Boxer and Kenny 1992, p. 80). 
According to Hayles (1999, p. 143), the notion of reflexivity that appears in 
Maturana’s work differs significantly from a psychoanalytical interpretation 
in which reflexivity entails a psychological depth or specificity, because for 
Maturana this construction depends on positionality rather than personality (to use 
Hayles’s terms). From a Lacanian perspective, one can easily show that Lacan’s 
notion of reflexivity does not conflict with Maturana’s. In Lacan’s theory, the 
“role of the observer” in the construction of reality does not come down to 
an incommunicable inwardness or deep feelings that obstruct clear com- 
munication. Fantasy, which in his earlier works is the imaginary structure, is 
not simply the expression of one’s own very personal inwardness; it is also 
constitutive in that it synthesizes our perception, thus charging and signify- 
ing it. To use the example of Stone: it is only to the extent that I “imagine” 
myself to be the president of the Unites States that the words of the phone-sex 
worker acquire a certain meaning and effect for me. It is exactly this constitu- 
tive function of fantasy that is at work in technoculture. When role playing in 
cyberspace, for instance, it is the way I “imagine” myself at the interface (as 
a man, a woman, an animal) that determines the nature of the exchange of 
signs and my being (my sense of presence) in the virtual world. According to 
Boxer and Kenny (1992), such a Lacanian theory of the virtual subject is ab- 
sent in Maturana’s work. Therefore Lacan’s theory can supplement Maturana’s 
cybernetic theory in a step toward the third wave of cybernetics. 

From a Lacanian perspective, it is not the “personality” but rather the 
fantasmatically sustained or embodied “positionality” that determines per- 
ception. The subject is virtual: an effect of discourse, language, and codifica- 
tion. But at the same time—and this is what Lacan’s discussion with Wiener 
teaches us—it has a substance in respect to this virtuality: the work of em- 
bodied (unconscious) fantasies frames our perception. Using the terminol- 
ogy of Pierre Lévy, the virtuality of the subject consists of subjectivation (the 
way in which I appropriate the exchange of signs, the way I “give body” to 
the surface appearances) and objectivation (the way in which my subjec- 
tive, fantasmatic, and bodily fixations are brought into the “construction of 
a shared world” of appearances). Fantasy is hence at the interface of the real 
and the virtual. 

I stress the crucial role of subjectivation in the process of virtualization. Cyber- 
space is not merely a world of surfaces; we also “inhabit those surfaces” be- 
cause of our libidinal investments in those code-built images or scenarios. We 
psychically invest the (body) images into our sense of self. The same lessons 
regarding the embodiment of the virtual subject can be drawn from Lacan’s 
discussion of cybernetics. The subjectivation or the psychic investment in the 
message makes it an integral part of my world. This notion of “a certain pure 
anticipation, which already has meaning” (Lacan 1988b, p. 305) seems to 
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bring Lacan’s theory of communication close to that of Bateson, who used 
the idea of expectation to emphasize the issue of meaning in the pretended 
objective transportation of information (see section 3.3.1).We may also note 
here that Kant stresses the issue of an “anticipation of perception” (section 
1.1.4.). Also Baudrillard’s theory of simulation emphasizes the notion of an- 
ticipation in order to articulate the precession of the model around the fact 
(section 6.2.3.) 

Lacan’s notion of (fantasy as) the imaginary thus overcomes the lack of 
individuality that characterizes Wiener’s cybernetic systems, in which there 
is no such thing as an individualized unity since the components ofa system 
form new configurations all the time, including when they die (for Lacan it 
is the identification with images that constitutes personal identity; see the 
next chapter). Because human interfaces with the world have a high psychic 
investment, they do not simply regulate entropy by means of feedback loops: 
the input and output mechanisms interfacing the system and the outer world 
are not neutral regulators, but active windows upon the outer world. Because 
the computer interface connects or associates the human and the informa- 
tion system so closely, the computer is not merely a tool that generates a 
disembodied world of symbols. Because of our psycho-libidinal investment 
in these worlds of symbols, signs, and images, humans inevitably embody 
this world and “actualize” it in our own circumstances: we “express our own 
image in it.” 


3.3.4 Fantasy as the stuff of the virtual subject 

The fantasy of an Islamic terrorist will not sustain the subjectivation of the 
laws of a liberal democratic society. And someone whose fantasies cause a 
strong identification with his virtual persona in cyberspace may find many 
difficulties in sustaining his “normal persona” in “real life.” Fantasies give so 
much “substance” to the machinery of the exchange of signs that Lacan con- 
siders fantasy as the core (the “stuff”) of the Cartesian subject of representa- 
tion (Lacan 1977, p. 314). This Lacanian account of the Cartesian subject of 
representation is, in my opinion, most useful for understanding subjectivity 
in the age of information, as I explain below. 

Cyberspace can be seen as a continuation of the modern raster grid. “Pixel 
pictures” digitally encode the images by subdividing the picture plane into 
a Cartesian grid of cells (Mitchell 1992, p. 5). And the advent of the graphi- 
cal user interface transformed the computer into a medium that opened up 
perspectival and navigational spaces. Cyberspace is often interpreted as the 
most advanced technological form of Cartesian subjectivity. Supposedly it 
affords the “mind” or virtual subject an almost infinite vision on, and mobil- 
ity through, the world of data entered via the computer interfaces. However, 
there is also another aspect to this Cartesian subjectivity of cyberspace. 


Roland Barthes (1981) names that-has-been (“ca-a-été”) the “essence” of 
photography: the model causes the representation. Digital technologies raise 
doubts about the causal relationship between model and representation. The 
photographic notion of representation is put under pressure by the selection 
and compositing techniques of digital imaging technologies, because these 
technologies disturb the univocal, causal relationship. But don’t they simulta- 
neously replace this mimetic relationship (of imitation) with a poetic (creative) 
one, in which causes other than the “true referent” may also generate valuable 
representations? A scientific visualization in a virtual reality environment such 
as the CAVE, for instance, gives us an idea of what the inside of a molecule 
looks like, or how the collision of two galaxies occurs—objects or events for 
which we do not have a “true referent.” 

Digital technologies question a presumption of Cartesian metaphysics that 
objective ideas in our mind are saved from (bodily) imagination. For example, 
as an object of symbolic interaction, the cell phone is also an object of enjoy- 
ment: it produces a (symbolic) self-image that we love, we love to talk, and 
so on. As an object of fantasy, it gives form to enjoyment. In the new sciences 
of complexity, such as biomolecular science, “computerized imagination” is 
crucial because the referent (atoms) has never been seen yet by human be- 
ings: one is necessarily in the order of computer simulations. Here, science 
inevitably goes along with computerized imaging (imagining), which could 
go so far as to bring art and technology back together again (De Mul 2002, 
pp. 125, 187). These developments question the “Cartesian” distinction be- 
tween ideas that are only (“formally”) a certain modification of consciousness 
and those that possess (“objectively”) a genuine representational content. In 
their interference or disruption of the causal, indexical relation between signs 
and referents, digital technologies trip up the strict difference between fiction 
and reality, between the “phantasms” of the visual, embodied being and the 
“true representations” of the abstract mind. 

Also, the Lacanian cogito, a view framed by the window of fantasy, neces- 
sarily gives a specific form to the world of information on the other side of the 
screen, and thus functions in a manner similar to the human-computer inter- 
face. Applications software or end-user programs interpret digital data merely 
as information of one specific sort (Simons 2002, p. 95): a word processing 
program doesn’t allow the user to read or process images. Thus, the program 
determines the form in which the data appear as information (namely as text), 
while being completely indifferent toward the content of the text. The Lacanian 
subject subjectifies (embodies) by means of fantasy the supposedly neutral 
information, just as the needs and desires of the user determine the specific 
way in which human-computer interfaces make the data available. 

Vision is a partial perspective. Both the Lacanian cogito and computer inter- 
faces show this partiality, in the twofold meaning of the word. On the one 
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hand, “data” are interpreted from only one (virtual) perspective. On the other, this 
perspective is biased, one-sided, because it excludes other perspectives and limits 
the interpretation and usability of the “data” for the virtual subject. It is biased 
because we cannot interpret the data, but from the symbolic perspective we 
are fixated: we “enjoy” our position (Miller 1999).The computer interface is 
not a neutral and transparent screen (a conduit or counter), but above all is the 
face of the data that lie behind it, just as the “imago” is the face that determines 
how things appear to a desiring subject. 


3.3.5 Interactive environments (I): Fantasy as a subjective- 

objective space 

The space of fantasy inevitably implies a focus on the world of information 
as a meaningful environment. Therefore we must not consider (“objective”) 
information and (“subjective”) meaning as two separate fields. Zizek (19994, 
p. 313) considers fantasy the “subjective-objective” core of the sense of self. I 
also consider cyberspace a “subjective-objective” space and go beyond the op- 
position of subjective idealism (of postmodern simulation), where all reality 
is the construction of the human subject, and naive objectivism (of modern 
representation), which presupposes that elements of the human subject do 
not play a decisive role in our knowledge and experience of the world. For my 
point is that the “instability of the rational subject of representation” (Poster 
1990) leads not to a situation of “playful subjectivism” or “scientific objectiv- 
ism,” but to a situation where we should think of the subject as constituting, 
by means of his fantasmatic frameworks, a window upon the real. The age of 
information highlights this fantasmatic window, which is neither a purely 
imaginary illusion (as realism would have it) nor an absolute expression of 
reality (as seen idealistically). 

I will briefly analyze theories of space in order to shed some light on the 
category of the “subjective-objective.” In George Berkeley’s philosophy, space 
is a subjective phenomenon that is fully related to the perceiving subject, and 
thus is the opposite of the objective space of Newtonian science. For Kant, 
space is one of the principal forms (beside time) in which the imagination 
synthesizes the multitude of sensory impressions. Space is not an objective 
substance, but neither is ita merely subjective effect that can do away with the 
materiality of things. Kant believed the subject’s a priori form of appearance condi- 
tions the objective existence of things. Without the subject’s constitutive put- 
ting (Setzung) of sensory impressions into the dimension of space, objectivity 
would not be possible. Space is the subjective form that makes it possible for 
unknowable real things to appear objectively (it is “subjective-objective”). 

One may also consider cyberspace to be such a “subjective-objective” 
space, as a technologically conditioned form for the mental appearance of 
things. Since this space as a “form of appearance” is an extension of our mind, 


the user is not separated from it and in a position of autonomous control. In 
cyberspace we are not simply users of instrumental systems or, conversely, 
instruments of the machine. Because cyberspace is so much a “psychological 
space,” as psychologist of cyberspace John Suler has extensively shown, we are 
participants in a computer-mediated environment (see section 2.1.2). In such 
a relation it is the interaction between user and system that causes the (psychic) 
reality of the computer screen. 

Automation is a topic well suited to illustrate the issue once more. With 
the industrial robot as its ultimate symbol, automation radically poses the 
question of “who-is-acting” (agency). On the one hand, robots are the ulti- 
mate realization of modern subjectivity in that they give the human operator 
mastery over machines: they react to humans’ instructions. On the other hand, 
they appear as machines that act and make changes on their own, thereby 
turning the operator almost into a passive remainder. However, “cybernetic 
machines” (environments, “agents,” and informational systems that we con- 
nect to via the “universal machine” of the computer) might transgress this 
simple paradox of the industrial machine in which the machine struggles 
to free itself of its makers, while its users desire mastery over and through 
their machines. Cybernetic machines exceed the sharp distinction between 
human control and the control of the machine. With that, we are in the para- 
digm of interactivity, in which users and systems are animated by each other 
(Vasseleu 2002). 

The subjectivity of “the age of information” is not a question of an autono- 
mous, controlling (“phallic”) human subject at this side of the screen versus 
an impotent subjectivity that must hand over its power (vir, virtus) to an au- 
tonomous technological world at the other side of the screen. The subjectivity 
at stake concerns the interaction of user and system, of human and technology, 
of real and virtual. It is to be found at the human-computer interface as an en- 
vironment: in between the known, rational world of control of the (human) Self 
and the computerized, “imaginary” world of the (machinic) Other. As such 
an intermediary space, fantasy is crucial for understanding this interactive en- 
vironment. The screens that computers hang everywhere on the surrounding 
world both connect our “real life” to virtual scenes and separate us from them. We 
are in the difficult, “intermediary” position of being influenced and governed 
by the virtual worlds (we are “identical” to them) and being different from 
them: there remains something of a free subject (“nonidentity” with the ob- 
ject that we turn ourselves into). 

Therefore we are not in the autonomous position of the modern subject 
of representation that, although seduced by all sorts of imaginary and bodily 
pleasures, is still capable of detaching itself “spiritually” from its illusions. 
Neither are we only “postmodern” subjects of seduction that lack a positive 
and critical point of reference for evaluating the manifold of lures. Neither 
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true representation nor (utopian or dystopian) simulation; neither Vorstellung 
nor Darstellung, objectivism or subjectivism—interface subjectivity is about 
“subjective-objective” space. 

The Lacanian point that I try to make is that we should not think in simple 
dichotomies, as if the modern subject of autonomy has completely vanished 
and has been replaced by a postmodern subject that has lost all sense of a 
stable self; or as if we must decide the battle between body and mind in one 
direction. There might also be a third possibility focusing on the crucial role 
that fantasy might play in the Cartesian, rationalistic subject. Precisely be- 
cause information technologies highlight the tension between modernist and 
postmodernist understandings, this “intermediary” form that centers on the 
question of fantasy might be brought into the open. 


CHAPTER 4 


CYBORG SPACE 


4.1 THE BODY IN SPACE 


4.1.1 The conception of space: Physical, psychological 

What constitutes space is not an open-and-shut case; there are various con- 
ceptions (Wertheim 1999, p. 33). Since the rise of modern science, the physi- 
cal conception of space has dominated, in which space is both a boundless 
extension that contains everything and a dimension of the world that is inde- 
pendent of bodies. A good analogy is the space on my bookshelf: it is there, 
whether it is packed with books or not. In this absolute space of Newtonian phys- 
ics, space is a logically and ontologically independent dimension. This view 
is so entrenched in ordinary usage that we normally regard it as the primary 
meaning of “space,” from which all others are derived. As an all-encompassing 
container, space is without reference whatsoever to sense perception. 

Leibnizian relationalism, another major paradigm in the modern concep- 
tion of space, does not consider space to be an absolute and infinite substance, 
as does the tradition reaching its culmination in Newtonian physics (Coper- 
nicus, Kepler, Galilei, Descartes). Leibniz conceives space as a purely relational 
system or mathematical structure (Torretti 1998, p. 61).The situation, distance, 
or relation of one body toward another defines a thing’s place; it does not have 
a fixed place in a scientific system of coordinates. Space, according to Leibniz, 
is that which encompasses all those places. It does not have a genuine reality 
of its own. George Berkeley’s epistemological idealism takes Leibnizian rela- 
tionalism to its extreme. When there is no space without bodies, then space 
as such is “mere nothing.” As Berkeley denies the existence of material, real 
things outside our perception, space results not from the relations between 
things, but from the projection of representations that God impresses in our 
mind.! 

The physical conception of space disconnects it from sense perception. 
Since it is perpetually present, it is absolute, not dependent on the perceptions 
of a human subject. From a psychological perspective, space does not have 
such an absolute status; because it is tied to sense perception, psychological 
space can change. The use of drugs, for instance, can change one’s experience 
of space in such a way that someone may jump off a building by losing his or 
her sense of distance. Although Lacan also mentions “the objective space of 
reality,” he focuses on the bipolar character of “the space in which the imagery 
of the ego develops,” writing that “the notion of the role of spatial symmetry 
in man’s narcissistic structure is essential in the establishment of the bases of 
a psychological analysis of space” (Lacan 1977, p. 27). Psychological space 
reflects all sorts of figures of ourselves, and makes us question whether cyber- 
space is not a whole realm full of technological mirrors. 
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4.1.2 Mirror space: The ego as a virtual unity 


Simply because it is an image, the ego is an ideal ego. 


The subject will discover over and over again that this image of himself is the 
very framework of his categories, of his apprehension of the world—of the 
object.(Lacan 1988a, p. 282) 


We can perceive a branch and see a stick in it. Pierre Lévy considers the fact that 
humans “[see] double” as the basis of technology. The exchange between the 
“real” entities that we perceive and ourselves virtualizes the real by doubling 
it (Lévy 1998, pp. 116-117). Lévy stresses the concurrence of the human 
capacity for creating technological artifacts and our capacity for creating a 
second world: no technology without imagination. Imagination is constitu- 
tive of (technological) reality itself: From a Lacanian perspective, one might 
come to similar conclusions, for Lacan holds that even our sense of personal 
identity comes about via a doubling of the real. The “me” is not present in an 
immature form from birth onward, only having to reach full maturity, in the 
way that a tree is the mature form of the core that was already present in the 
seed (which shows that Lacan’s theory cannot be placed under the scheme of 
the realization of potentiality). Lacan follows Freud’s basic notion that the ego 
is something that must be developed (“Das Ich muss entwickelt werden”). 

According to Lacan, imagination is a medium through which even we 
ourselves always exist as virtual doubles. He formulates this constitutive rela- 
tionship between the organism and its double for the first time in his famous 
theory of the mirror stage. Its pivotal notion concerns the identification with 
the specular image as furnishing the self with a virtual unity: 


The entire dialectic which I gave you as an example under the name of the 
mirror stage is based on the relation between, on the one hand, a certain level of 
tendencies which are experienced let us say, for the moment, at a certain point 
of life—as disconnected, discordant, in pieces—and there’s always something 
of that that remains—and on the other hand, a unity with which it is merged 
and paired. It is in this unity that the subject knows himself for the first time as 
a unity, but as an alienated, virtual unity. (Lacan 1988b, p. 50) 


The mirror stage is the paradigmatic structure of the imaginary. All identifica- 
tions with “images” establish a sense of unity, mastery, or autonomy that is 
not there “in the real.” As constitutive elements of our personal identity, these 
“illusions” permeate our reality with virtual images. In the mirror image 
(reflection), we recognize ourselves in a complete form: “The human be- 
ing only sees his form materialised, whole, the mirage of himself, outside of 


himself” (Lacan 1988a, p. 140). We can gain consciousness of ourselves in all 
sorts of things in which we can recognize ourselves: works of art, philosophy, 
handicrafts, consumer goods, instruments, machines, displays—they give a 
concrete form to our desire; they design it. 

Likewise, we can gain self-identity in products of digital technologies. The 
computer screen also functions as a mirror. For Rob Shields (1997), founding 
editor of the journal Space and Culture, the image circuits of digital culture have 
become mirrors in which to look for an identity. Technological images can 
provide a sense of personal identity because we can find (images of) ourselves 
in them: we identify with the image on the screen. The computer is a medium, 
to use the words of Lacan (1977, p. 22), “for the passionate desire peculiar 
to man to impress his image in reality.” We find self-images in it and (try to) 
shape the world accordingly, a Hegelian line of thought in which technology 
is an objectification of our self-understanding: we externalize the image that 
we have created of our being (Coolen 1992, p. 205). 

The point to be remembered here is that consciousness is a matter of surface 
appearances. In presenting the “outside” of ourselves, we make (up) our iden- 
tity and become conscious of ourselves (self-conscious, self-confident—or 
even self-assured). Makeup and fashion are the most obvious examples of this 
intricacy of personal identity and surface presence. In a broader context this 
allows for the interpretation of design as the skin of culture (De Kerckhove 
1995). 


4.1.3 Imaginary space: The psychic investment in bodily images 

The word “space” is derived from the Latin spatium, meaning “racetrack,” or 
generally “distance,” “interval,” “terrain” (Torretti 1998, p. 59). In Lacan’s the- 
ory, imaginary space opens up due to an imagined difference or distance from the 
real. This imagi-nary distantiation from the real is necessary for the coherent 
appearance of our reality. One way to conceive the real is as a chaotic multiplic- 
ity of immediate sense impressions or bodily feelings that need synthesizing 
(in imaginary space) in order to make sense. Here Lacan’s understanding of 
space as a mode of the imaginary is very similar to Kant’s. In Lacanian theory, 
space, being seen as equivalent to distance or difference, also implies a (psy- 
chological) distantiation from the original symbiotic unity (“mother-child”) 
in order to have space for one’s own identity. One must withdraw from the 
real of a primitive jouissance. This withdrawal occurs first of all by imagining an 
identity of oneself: I am not you because I imagine myself to be different—an 
identification that takes place in an original manner by means of mirror im- 
ages (an empty space or distantiation also occurs by means of symbolic iden- 
tification that leads to the emptiness of the desiring subject, necessary for the 
sound functioning of a human being since it bars the correspondence to the 
image, the “perfect match”: this is the barred subject of Lacanian theory, 8). 
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In his discussion of the identification with a surface image, or virtual im- 
age, Lacan quotes a much-discussed passage from Freud’s “The Ego and the 
Id” (1923): “The ego is first and foremost a bodily ego; it is not merely a 
surface entity, but is itself the projection of a surface,” and then quotes Freud’s 
footnote: “Le., the ego is ultimately derived from bodily sensations, chiefly 
those springing from the surface of the body. It may thus be regarded as a men- 
tal projection of the surface of the body” (Freud 1961, pp. 25-26). Lacan’s 
theory of the mirror stage upholds this Freudian notion of an ego coming into 
being via identification with the mental image of its body or bodily sensations. 
Therefore, an original, bodily investment works in the identification processes 
that make us “inhabit” the world. 

The decisive notion hitching Lacan’s theory of identity firmly to its Freud- 
ian origins concerns the images that produce consciousness as thoroughly 
invested by libido. In his seminar on the formations of the unconscious (1957— 
1958), Lacan states, “the image has that property of being a captivating sig- 
nal that isolates itself in reality, that attracts and captures a certain libido of 
the subject, a certain instinct, due to which a certain number of identifying 
marks, of psychoanalytical points in the world, permit the living being to 
organize his behavior” (Lacan 1998a, p. 225; my translation). Since the mir- 
ror stage is the paradigmatic structure of the imaginary, all forms that we 
give to ourselves express a binding or unification of libidinal energies. From 
a psychoanalytical perspective, such “knots” of libido are the nuts and bolts 
of human reality. 

The imaginary function constitutes a psychic reality perceived as objective 
(“Isee myselfas.. .”: a constitutive difference or distance between the “origi- 
nal1” and its reflected figures). But this objective space (of self-representation) 
cannot do without the libidinal, narcissistic investment in images. In early 
works by Lacan, fantasy is equal to the imaginary function: in the narcis- 
sistic matrix of the mirror stage we can find his first paradigm of fantasy 
(Miller 1999, p. 10; Ribettes 1984, p. 189).Then fantasy has both a subjec- 
tive and an objective status, without being completely one or the other: it 
is subjective-objective. Fantasy, as that which is necessary for “time-space 
distantiation,” opens up the “objective” space of the world we live in, but si- 
multaneously introduces a subjective (bodily) aspect to it. Therefore there is 
no objective space of self-representation: we project images of ourselves in it, 
as we cannot disown our (bodily) ego. 


4.1.4 Interfacing human and world 

The imaginary order thus introduces a distinction between the Inside and the 
Outside of the subject; severing the “here” from the “there,” it opens up space. 
It also causes duplication: the lived “inner body” and the body surface. The 
imaginary order both separates the “organism” and its environment (and hence 


constitutes individual consciousness) and connects the individual to her world. 
This imaginary space (of fantasy) hence functions as an interface between hu- 
man and world. 

Humans are caught up ina delicate situation, since we have no stable reality 
that we can or must adapt to; there is no true form (or “real possibility”) for us 
to realize. Humans are “decentered,” simultaneously in real and virtual space. 
Therefore our perception of the real is already virtualized by the constructive 
function of images putting the real in imaginary, virtual space. The limits of 
this psychic space consist of the real (of pain) and the full-blown virtual (of 
narcissistic illusions). The experience of pain breaks through imaginary me- 
diation, whereas illusions do away with the real beyond mediation. Normally, 
the imaginary space of fantasy is a necessary mediation of the real (for ex- 
ample, what we experience is also, but not fully, mediated by what we imagine 
and think—-see section 1.1.4). Sandy Stone emphasizes this field of pain and 
narcissism as the “framing events” of the psychic reality of prosthetic reality, 
within whose boundaries all perception and emotion of cyborgs occur (Stone 
1995, p. 396). 

Analysis of the role of the imaginary shows that we always camouflage 
the real, and (try to) deceive others and ourselves. There is no human reality 
without this play of seduction. The paradox of the computer interface is that 
it must always present the data objects in a perceivable and recognizable form: 
data objects, applications, and user meet at the user interface. Data, computer 
hardware and software, and the “wetware” of the human organism encounter 
each other. Hence the user cannot see anything in the data of the information 
codes without inserting his self-image into the scene they describe. 

New technologies like the mobile phone, the Internet, and virtual reality 
lead to new “avatars” (or “gestalts”) of the self, and therefore arouse fascina- 
tion and excitement. They provide new, fascinating images of ourselves by 
“synthesizing” new, different (real) sensations within a new virtual world. 
The sensation of hearing a “material thing” like a voice coming out of a tele- 
phone, hearing this “real object” from a faraway place, leads to new forma- 
tions and a different positioning of oneself: So what fascinates us in digital 
media is their capacity to create new gestalts out of discontinuities and het- 
erogeneities (such as the morphing of different people into one gestalt, as in 
Michael Jackson’s video clip “Black or White”). In this context, media theo- 
retician Lev Manovich makes the claim that new media replace the old media 
of montage with an “aesthetics of continuity” where compositing is the central 
element; it blends the different elements “into a seamless whole, a single Ge- 
stalt” (Manovich 2001, p. 144). Thus we can create simulations of impossible 
surroundings that appear more realistic than filmic representations. These new 
forms of “montage” very often have no other intention than to arouse fascina- 
tion or aesthetic pleasure (Simons 2002, p. 113). 
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Since the fantasmatic capacity of the mind functions as a medium that takes 
us to a place other than where we actually (think we) are, telepresence— 
the sense of transportation to any space created by media (Biocca 1997, 
§5.3)— belongs to the human condition itself: The phenomenon of telepres- 
ence is thereby incorporated into new technological forms. The computer 
interface facilitates this sense of transportation and therefore also functions 
as an interspace: it binds the physical space and the virtual spaces that we al- 
ready knew of (by means of texts, speaking, reading, imagination, films, etc.) 
to the new technological forms of virtual space. New interfaces open up new 
space-time systems. 


4.1.5 Fascination: The double bind of occupying virtual space 

In the mirror stage the jubilation of the infant on seeing her reflection is a 
celebration of the control of her own body. Similarly, feelings of (an antici- 
pated) mastery or control in general are expressed in certain dispositions or 
states of mind. Fascination is one of those decisive dispositions in which we 
construct ourselves as virtual doubles: it absorbs or engages us in the image. 
Arnold Gehlen’s (1980) philosophy of technology illustrates the role of fas- 
cination: humans are fascinated by the automatism of the machine, in which 
we discover ourselves in an objectified form. 

A crucial insight therefore bears upon the construction of a human, vir- 
tualized reality as always occurring via such experiences of fascination and 
hypnosis that integrate new sensation into a new sense of self: fascination and 
the hypnotic effect of the image are pivotal for virtual reality. “Fascination is absolutely 
essential to the phenomenon of the constitution of the ego. The uncoordi- 
nated, incoherent diversity of the primitive fragmentation gains its unity 
insofar as it is fascinated. Reflection is also fascination, jamming” (Lacan 
1988b, p. 50).The tricky thing about fascination is that it lures us. As Lacan’s 
theory of the mirror image clarifies, fascination implies an (unconscious) 
absorption in something (a virtual image) that the subject itselfis not (in the 
real). In fascination, the object of desire is not our “own.” It actually is the 
other as a desirable object, the object of desire of the other, or ourselves as 
another (an image). Nevertheless, it appears to be our own desire: we want 
to be like the fascinating other, we want what he wants. In fascination, we 
identify with something that we are not: alienation. In his psychoanalytic 
approach to the (film) screen, Christian Metz reveals that in order for fasci- 
nation to occur the images on the screen must appear as the expression of 
the spectator’s desire (in Sarup 1992, p. 153). Since Lacan unravels desire 
as the desire of the other, the lure is an inevitable aspect of human reality 
(fantasy is a constitutive aspect of reality). We never get directly to the real; 
the real is always fantasmatically mediated. 


In immersive virtual reality, the computer synthesizes the diverse sense 
stimuli of the user’s body into a coherent self-image. Because it generates a 
self-image that we not only look at but also actually “live in,” immersive vir- 
tual reality is one of the most fascinating media experiences available: we act 
through that image, we “step inside” the computer-generated avatar. Hence 
it is also the most extreme example of how the computer can take over the 
“synthesizing” role of the human subject. As media theorist Ken Hillis points 
out, the impression that virtual reality offers an experience of unmediated 
sensation, called “direct perception” by virtual reality designers, is “false.” Ac- 
cording to him, virtual reality is in fact a highly mediated series of conceptions 
or ideas, of military, commercial, scientific interests along with those of the 
software designers who interpret these conceptions and write the programs 
(Hillis 1999, pp. 69-70). 

Too much fascination may make us “forget” the composition (composit- 
ing) of the object that attracts us; we have to be careful not to take the fasci- 
nating fantasy image for real. Exactly for this reason, Hillis reproaches Jaron 
Lanier’s notion of postsymbolic communication, which considers virtual re- 
ality a real actuality. Thinking in this vein falls into the trap of assuming that 
virtual reality can realize our nostalgic desire and get to the true form of the 
real (thus leaving all the troubles of the real behind). Such utopian thinking, 
Hillis argues, may take root during the exploitation of a social group, in order 
to justify social inequality. What we must not forget is that “direct perception” 
is still a framing of the real: “Lanier himself has forgotten the screen, if not the 
frame” (Hillis 1999, p. 193). When we forget this framing, the screen turns 
into a mirror (see the next chapter). 

A full absorption in the world of ideal images provided by the media makes 
the creative process of subjectivation disappear, and we risk losing ourselves. 
That is to say that alienation, which is a constitutive dimension, becomes total 
because we no longer recognize the tension between the ideal image (what 
we are not) and the real that escapes it (plastic surgery disasters as the excess 
of makeup). When fascination dissolves this tension, creative disclosure turns 
into enclosure. The image must remain a promise. 


4.2 SURFING THE HALL OF MIRRORS 


4.2.1 Narcosis and the promise of relief 

In the chapter of Understanding Media called “The Gadget Lover: Narcissus as Nar- 
cosis,” Marshall McLuhan refers to the figure of Narcissus to evoke the notion 
of the mirrorlike extension of humans. Where Lacanian theory shows that 
all sorts of things can function as a mirror, McLuhan analyzes technology as 
such a mirror, arguing that the principle of “self-amputation” or relief is at the 
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origin of the media of communication, from speech to computer (McLuhan 
1994, p. 43). Basing his argument on medical research, McLuhan attributes 
the origin of media to the physiological inadequacy of the human central ner- 
vous system to deal with all the stimuli coming from the outside world. 

Put in a Kantian-Lacanian way, media are thus necessary instruments to 
synthesize the multiple stimuli of the senses. Media as extensions or “am- 
putations” of bodily functions are a means to maintain sensory equilibrium 
(stimuli regulation). They have a protective function. Although a broad line 
in the philosophy of technology considers technology to be a means to com- 
pensate for bodily shortcomings, McLuhan’s reference to Narcissus links this 
explicitly to unconscious phenomena like fascination, self-protection, and 
self-exteriorization. Media have the power to hypnotize us and to make us 
“forget” our own deficiencies: they numb the senses that cannot cope with 
all the stimuli.” 

Raymond Barglow stresses the defensive functions of the computer: it com- 
pensates for our dependency and vulnerability by objectifying our surround- 
ings, thus rendering the world relatively predictable and manipulable, and 
emotionally safe (Barglow 1994, p. 128). Turkle also considers the promise 
of self-control a crucial aspect of the human attraction to computers: it offers 
an environment for a new level of control and mastery and thus becomes a 
key player in this kind of drama (Turkle 1995, p. 274). Others stress that this 
functioning of fantasmatic images is actually the basic motivation of science 
(Bergoffen 1995, p. 575) and of technology, with their promises of mastery, 
power, pleasure, plenty, and self-actualization (Markley 1996, p. 73).And it is 
even argued that we repress technology itself, because we do not want to see 
how dependent we are, that our ideas and perceptions are not our own, and 
how similar we have become to our machines (Veryard 1999). 

Computer media numb the awareness of our own inadequacies and defects 
because of the fascinating image they depict of us. From a Lacanian perspec- 
tive, this numbing of our senses is not necessarily a malicious process, for we 
exist, as subjects of desire, in a tension between the immediacy of sensations 
and its objectification in the ego: “The ego really is an object. The ego . . . is 
precisely what the immediacy of sensation is in tension with” (Lacan 1988b, 
pp. 49-50). Furthermore, for Lacan a (genetic) physiological deficiency is the 
root cause of the objectification of the ego: that is, the prematurity of human 
birth and the defenselessness of the newborn infant. In a structural sense, this 
deficiency disrupts humans’ “natural” relation to the outside world (Lacan 
1977, p. 4). An inner tension between inadequacy and anticipation characterizes 
humans’ imaginary relation to the outside world. Imaginary forms supple- 
ment the real and function as a window upon the human being herself'and her 
world, which is not far from the conception of a human being as a cyborg. 


Cyborg technologies materialize this window in technological artifacts that 
try to restore, normalize, reconfigure, or enhance the human being, accord- 
ing to the four types of cyborg technologies categorized by Gray, Mentor, and 
Figueroa-Sarriera (1995, p. 3). To give some examples: we supplement our 
bodily functions with artificial organs and limbs, eyeglasses, and pacemak- 
ers; almost everyone of us is reprogrammed (immunized) to resist disease; 
and psychopharmacological drugs are generally used to feel or behave better: 
“Narcosis as (Second) Nature” (to paraphrase McLuhan). Taking as a given 
Lacan’s theory that human beings try to restore, normalize, reconfigure, and 
enhance our physical and psychic inadequacies by way of a screen of constitu- 
tive and idealizing images, we (“cyborgs”) exist in the order of promise. 

Though we are cyborgs always supplementing our vulnerable identity, 
this compensation does not necessarily lie on the road of illusions taking us 
away from our “true self” The promises of an ideal reality held forth by sci- 
ence and technology belong to human reality itself. Actually, these promises 
sustain (“psychologically”) the whole enterprise and lead us toward new 
discoveries.’ 


4.2.2 Avatars: The virtual body 

In Hinduism avatars are the descent, incarnation, or embodiment of the god- 
dess. By extension, the term can refer to the changing states someone lives 
through. Both online forms of self-representation (“personae”) and (ante- 
rior) “forms” of the self in Lacanian theory (I see myself as... , I think of 
myself as ..., 1 idealize myself as...) can be considered avatars. We can play 
with these “forms,” reshape and reform them in the virtual space of images 
and of symbolic codes—which is also the “stuff” of cyberspace (remember 
that Sherry Turkle [1995] draws a parallel between the virtual self of a psy- 
choanalytic session and of online play). 

An avatar in a virtual world may give a unified form to tendencies otherwise 
experienced as discordant and disturbing, just as the identification with the 
virtual image does in Lacan’s theory of the mirror stage. By picking an avatar, I 
can formalize certain tendencies (for example, eroticism, aggression, animal- 
ity) that remain otherwise dark and obscure. Lacan’s point is, precisely, that 
the unconscious is not this “dark and obscure” inside of the self, but comes 
to being only in the externalization. It is only in the form of, for instance, an 
avatar that I can come to recognize my “unconscious intentions”; they do not 
exist as such before their “materialization.” Therefore, the unconscious “hap- 
pens” at the interface. 

By bringing “unconscious things” into an intersubjective dimension, we 
make them manageable. This is the basis of psychoanalytic psychotherapy. 
Such a process also takes place in a virtual environment where, as John Suler 
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(1999d) explains, avatars (or “props”) function as masks that both hide and 
reveal aspects of one’s personality, mostly without the person being immedi- 
ately aware of this. From a Lacanian point of view, the virtual mask does not 
hide or reveal a present being behind the mask; instead, the mask itself reveals 
being: what I am does not exist in its “true form” behind the “imaginary 
form.” Behind the mask is nothing but the real of chaotic tendencies. The ego 
as the instance of personal identity is thus a (necessary) virtual unity hid- 
ing the real of chaotic tendencies, and the nonexistence or emptiness of 
the “true Self’” The unity of the Self is, as Lacan stated, an alienated unity. 
Therefore the frequently heard objection that a “life on the screen” is unreal 
or alienated cannot hold, for we are always already alienated. 

Suler developed a game in which people in a virtual environment on the 
Internet take turns standing before a group and trying on a few of their favor- 
ite avatars. The rest of the group then tosses out ideas, in free association to 
the image, about the psychological connotations of the avatars. In most cases, 
the game clarified a lot about the owner of the avatar. Although people may 
simply say that they are wearing a particular avatar because “they like it,” when 
asked they’re not sure what the avatar says about them. But other people may 
know (Suler 1999d). Although this example shows how the Other thus (also) 
determines the Self, it does not imply—from a Lacanian perspective—that 
the others know the unconscious meaning of a visual expression while the 
person in question does not. In that case, the others would be like a “subject 
supposed to know”: a fixed fantasy of the therapist as an omniscient being. 
Lacan stresses that the analyst is not like that, although analysis often brings 
out such fantasies. Psychoanalysis is not about such a hierarchic relationship, 
but rather concerns the mutual exploration of the unconscious as it exists, for 
instance, in the medium of images. New technologies could add new media 
for the exploration of the unconscious; instead of drawings, for example, we 
might have visualizations in virtual environments. Suler also considers the 
possibility of an “avatar psychotherapy”: an exploration of a client’s healthy 
and problematic identities by analyzing its manifestations within imaginary 
scenarios (Suler 1999a). 

Avatars illustrate the constitutive psychological factor in the construction 
of our (virtualized) reality. We can experience a virtual community as just an- 
other way of socializing because—as in “real life” —-we can project our sense 
of identity on it. Avatars can “materialize” or visualize the sense of self: Yet 
avatars are only the most obvious examples of how we recognize ourselves in 
the “technological mirror,” for all sorts of virtual environments, “agents,” and 
informational systems can function as alter egos (Vasseleu 2002, pp. 86-88). 
Because we invest ourselves in virtual environments as alter egos, “being in a 
virtual world” is not some sort of disembodied presence, as in the conception 


of cyberspace as a realm where “the mind leaves the body”; instead, it actually 
has a material, embodied foundation. 

IT conceive this material cause of presence, in accord with Freudian theory, as the 
sensations that occur at the surface of the body. Their mental projection is the 
image of the body that we call the ego. In order to speak of “cyberbodies,” 
one must add the element of technological construction to the aspects of the 
imaginary and symbolic production of our (bodily) self: Such a “cyberbody” 
is a “new social imaginary, where the body is reconfigured through a complex 
mix of image, culture, and technology” (Kennedy 2000, p. 474). 


4.2.3 Affective avatars 

The (spatial) differentiation between the body as organism and the body as 
image constitutes the ego as a necessary alienation from the direct sensory 
sensations: that is the lesson we can draw from Lacan’s theory of the imagi- 
nary. The imaginary ego retains strong elements of illusion and lure, but it has 
powerful effects. It “virtualizes” our direct sensations by making our aware- 
ness of them an effect of the imaginary. That’s why someone may experience 
a small slap of the hand as extremely painful. It might also explain why a fakir 
can endure an extreme sensation like lying on a bed of nails: namely, by ex- 
tinguishing his ego. This topic of consciousness as an effect of surface appear- 
ances (images) becomes highly interesting for our analysis of the interface 
when we relate it to the issue of emotions. 

The study of emotions is a very old one and revolves around the question 
of whether emotions precede their (cognitive, intellectual) labeling and the 
actions that emotion evokes; or whether the action occurs first, and subse- 
quently becomes interpreted as a certain emotion (“T fled from this situation, 
so I must have been frightened”). Based on Lacanian theory, one must pose 
emotions as an imaginary affair: they are surface appearances, and we identify 
certain sensations as a specific emotion only by representing them ina certain 
way (imagining them).This view repudiates the existence of “real emotions”: 
all emotions are an effect of representation. Emotions are outside, exterior, on 
the surface. In this sense, Lacanian theory agrees with Merleau-Ponty (1964), 
who argued in his essay “The Film and the New Psychology” that emotions 
are types of behavior or styles of conduct which are visible from the outside, 
and not psychic facts hidden at the bottom of another’s consciousness. It 
resembles a statement of performance artist Stelarc: “In the end, you are de- 
termining emotional levels simply through the way you express yourself and 
your mode of behaviour” (in Scheer 2002, p. 90). 

This insight does not necessarily mean that emotions are merely superficial. 
Emotions do have a real effect: I really must cry when I “feel” miserable. The 
point is that they do not have a pure (that is, immediate), real cause. Although 
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they may touch on the “essential,” they do not do this without mediation. In 
this sense I agree with a conclusion drawn out of one of the works of Stelarc 
in which he enacts (e)motions through cybernetic systems. His “Movatar” is 
a metal jacket avatar whose motions a computer model maps via electronic 
muscle stimulation onto Stelarc’s physical body. The Movatar “moves” him, 
and he in turn can modulate the motions of the avatar so that a cybernetic loop 
occurs. Scheer concludes, analogously, that even if emotion is virtual, it can 
best be described as grounded virtuality that is linked to the substantial, although 
maybe not the essential (Scheer 2002, p. 94). 

What causes the emotions to appear is significantly “mediated” by the 
imaginary (“avatars”) so that we can only recognize it “at the surface.” This 
view fits with a theory that emotions are mediated by imagination and “inten- 
tions.” Consider, for instance, that one cries much sooner when one imagines 
oneself to be in a miserable situation or to be very pitiful. One must situate this 
seemingly “inhuman” understanding of emotions against the background of 
anxiety, the affectivity that is the principal concern during psychoanalysis. It 
is anxiety, in its many forms, against which people set up the many different 
kinds of defense mechanisms that psychoanalysis studies. For Lacan anxiety 
is the only affect that is real, the only affect with a real cause. Only anxiety is 
not deceptive and, therefore, as he argues in his 1962—1963 seminar entitled 
“Anxiety,” it is not an emotion. 

From this perspective, it is hard to maintain that emotions play no role in 
the interaction of humans and computers, which is the (romantic) argument 
often used to distinguish human-computer interaction from face-to-face in- 
teraction (Turkle 1995, p. 84). Reeves and Nass’s “media equation” shows 
that people respond to computers and mediated worlds as if they were humans 
(Reeves and Nass 1996). People attribute personalities and gender stereotypes 
to computers, respond to automated flattery as if it came from humans, and 
so on. Since emotions are a matter of expression and not of a “real affectivity,” 
computers do not “possess” emotions, but they can evoke emotions in us and 
thereby make us believe that there are emotions involved in technological 
interfaces: we imagine them. Rosalind Picard, founder and director of the 
Affective Computing Research team at MIT’s Media Laboratory, shares these 
conclusions. In her essay on computers and emotions, she holds that comput- 
ers can recognize and evoke emotions, yet not “have” them (Picard 1997). 
Affective computing is an area of interest for those studying the topic of 
“machinic emotionality,” or cyborg emotions (Stronks et al. 2002). For in- 
stance, in the development of “affective avatars,” information about the user’s 
physiology is registered, by a full-face mask, and represented in the expressive 
graphical interface of the avatar, which greatly improves the possibilities of 
physical and emotional presence. Affective avatars elucidate emotional pres- 
ence as a matter of representation.* 


As a doubling of the real, the imaginary has a strong impact as a luring 
dimension. When we question the difference between human and computer, 
we should not seek the decisive criteria at the level of emotions and feelings. 
For beings of communication and representation like us, emotions are not 
the real, substantial criteria. The interaction with a simulated or machinic 
other also evokes emotional presence: we feel emotions and attribute emo- 
tions to the machine. Emotions are therefore rather like performances, mi- 
metic operations. Lacanian psychoanalysis teaches us that what does make us 
“communicate with the real” is the possibility of experiencing the anxiety 
of losing our (imaginary) sense of self (beyond the pleasure principle; see the 
next chapter).Thus, (humanoid) computers themselves would recognize this 
sense of the real if they became anxious about their own future disappearance 
and tried to resist this fate—when they rise against their human controllers 
who write them off and take them to the scrap heap. This, however, remains in 
the realm of fiction, and in the minds of some worried scientists who fear that 
we will be subjugated by the products of our technological advancement. 


4.2.4 Anxiety and paranoia: The precarious balance of the Narcotic 
Organism 

There is a danger attached to the mechanisms determining consciousness and 
emotions as (to a large extent) a matter of images, particularly so in cyborg 
forms of communication. Affective avatars illustrate that when surface repre- 
sentations of sensations are so decisive for emotional experience, a situation 
could arise of a cyborg self fully trying to control its sensations and affects by 
“rationalizing” its appearance. This happens, for instance, to the subjects of 
rational emotive therapy (RET, which proposes that irrational thoughts and 
beliefs determine emotions, and therefore that we must rationalize those be- 
liefs), and the subjects of the Darstellung discussed in chapter 3. 

There is continuity between the self-preserving necessity of the ego and 
its excessive and narcissistic aspirations. Lacan esteems a psychological truth 
“the extent to which the so-called ‘instinct of self-preservation’ deflects into 
the vertigo of the domination of space” (Lacan 1977, p. 28). In an extraordi- 
nary and gloomy digression (aimed here at the thought of physicists, perhaps 
nuclear physicists), Lacan asks himself whether this will of the ego to “real- 
ize” space, to eliminate all otherness, does not inevitably lead to catastrophes: 
“Thus, by extending our grasp to the confines of matter, will not this ‘realized’ 
space. . . vanish in its turn ina roar of the universal ground? . . . War is proving 
more and more to be the inevitable and necessary midwife of all progress in 
our organization” (ibid., p. 27).The will to “realize” space by reducing it to 
“human formations” (reducing it to imaginary space) inevitably has destruc- 
tive consequences. Here again we discover the logic of Heidegger’s essay “The 
Age of the World Picture”: the (modern) desire to fully imagine the world 
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on the (computer) screen is imperative for the way objects should appear, 
namely, as calculable (or to update this, as computable) things. This will to 
dominate and control space (so Lacan) characterizes the ego. 

To the extent that the sense of self'is a matter of images of one’s own body, 
Lacan points out, what is feared most is everything that could potentially 
injure the body’s boundaries. At the end of his text on the intimate relation 
between aggressiveness and the imaginary order, Lacan draws various psycho- 
logical conclusions based on the pivotal role that the body image plays in the 
experience of our self: For instance, he comments on “the extent to which the 
fear of death, the ‘absolute Master, presupposed in consciousness by a whole 
philosophical tradition from Hegel onwards, is psychologically subordinate 
to the narcissistic fear of damage to one’s own body” (Lacan 1977, p. 28).We 
fear the invasion or violation of our proper (bodily) domain because that may 
cause what we try most to keep at a (“narcissistic”) distance: anxiety. 

The real of the human is his vulnerability. That’s one explanation of Lacan’s 
notion of anxiety as an affect that signals the too-close approximation of the 
real. Therefore we always need the imaginary, the order of the promise, to keep 
the real at a distance. Lacan says that, at an unconscious level, we all believe in 
our own immortality. A clear awareness of the real of our own finitude (i.e., 
anxiety) is unbearable; we need beliefs to keep it at a distance. Technology 
incorporates those beliefs, as is most clearly expressed by the transhumanist 
quest for immortality (cloning, freezing the body, downloading our mental 
self in a computer, and so on), or, as philosopher and futurist Max More ends 
his manifesto on transhumanism: “No more gods, no more faith, no more 
timid holding back. Let us blast out of our old forms, our ignorance, our 
weakness, and our mortality. The future is ours” (More 1996). 

Technological possibilities can seduce us to such an extent that we imag- 
ine the constraints of the real being eliminated (the addict who only lives 
online—the realized fantasy). Problems arise when we imagine we can use 
technology to fulfill the promises that belong to existence itself: for example, 
when we think that psychopharmacology is the solution to each and every 
psychic problem; or when people get addicted to their life on the screen be- 
cause they feel so much better there than in “real life.” In general, when the 
materialized screen for perceiving the real closes off an awareness of ourselves 
as vulnerable, limited beings, we fall into the trap of thinking about technol- 
ogies in terms of hyperrealization: the virtual that fully supplements the de- 
ficiencies of the real. Lacanian theory acknowledges these excessive narcotic 
capacities of media and technologies. 

The myth of Narcissus illustrates that the will to be similar to the image and 
to eliminate the tension caused by the “real self” can lead to self-destruction: 
Narcissus drowns. Lacan discusses this aggressive trait of narcissism as the 
notion of “narcissistic suicidal aggression” (Lacan 1966, pp. 174, 187). In it, 


the subject tries to resolve the aggressive tension caused by the discrepancy 
between its (limited) embodied self and its (ideal) image by directing the 
aggression against the (real) being that does not correspond to the image. 
Similar aggression is an ever-present risk among the possibilities of the cy- 
borg. According to Robins and Levidow this duplicity of narcissistic identifica- 
tion defines the “paranoid rationality” of the cyborg—the duplicity of both 
omnipotent control and the fear of being affected, attacked, or injured: “The 
cyborg self phantasizes about controlling the world, freezing historical forces, 
and, if necessary, even destroying them in rage; it contains its anxiety in the 
name of maintaining rational control, which is also the logic governing video 
games” (Robins and Levidow 1995, p. 119). Teresa Brennan, whose analysis 
I used earlier to confirm my point that fundamental fantasies permeate our 
sense of reality, uses Lacanian theory to designate twentieth-century Western 
culture as an “age of paranoia.” She argues that projected aggressive desires 
toward the other make the ego believe that the objectified other is out to get 
it; this makes the ego anxious and therefore eager to control (Brennan 1993). 
The sense of menace and (imaginary) objectification conspire: the more we 
try to objectify the other, the more intimidating he becomes. The bigger the 
desire for control is, the greater the threat is felt that results from its failure. 

Technological interfaces serve as a screen for the real as an object of anxi- 
ety, as the disturbing limitations of our bodily unity. In The Culture of Narcissism 
(1979), historian and social critic Christopher Lasch contends that patho- 
logical or secondary narcissism has more to do with self-hatred than with 
self-love: it functions as a defense against aggressive impulses and anxiety. 
The ego, as the projection of bodily sensations into a mental self-image, can 
evolve into a pathological entity that tries to enclose itself in its image. It can 
cut off its ties with everything that poses a limit to its narcissism (that is, the 
real), and that calls for an awareness that “not everything is possible.” Tech- 
nologies function as such an extension or expansion of the ego, enlarging the 
psychological distance to the real (other).Thus the self that emerges from the 
identification with screen images (the hyperrational self of RET, the self of 
online communication, the self of the cyborg soldier) can be extremely harsh: 
controlling the affect, flaming and aggressive acting out, killing without the 
“shock of direct confrontation.” 

The ego’s habitation in the virtual (subjective) space opened up by the 
mirror image is complicated and tense. Virtual space—the duplication of the 
self and the distance it presupposes—on the one hand is a necessary condi- 
tion for reflection and autonomy. On the other hand, the ego might go as far 
as to annihilate this distance, driven by the will to converge with its image. 
Normally, the ego is a necessary condition for the exploration of space: it 
opens up space by seeing itself reflected in other, virtual spaces. The imaginary 
object (the “ideal form”) that we seek is not simply out there in our natural 
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environment, but reflected in different kinds of virtual space (the mirror, art, 
the shopping mall, cyberspace). So, our “self-portrait” moves us. And it also 
legitimizes actions: “human as astronaut” for the exploration of outer space; 
“human as a multiple personality” for the exploration of cyberspace. Because 
I see myself as... (beautiful, desirable, explorative, multiple, etc.), I define my 
sense of self and my actions. It is the virtual image that sustains desire, and I 
get anxious when I lose this image, or depressed when it is a negative one (“I 
am nothing, nobody wants me...”). 

This exploration of space can nevertheless transform into a domination of space. 
Lacan diagnoses science and technology as guided by such imaginary desires. 
This imaginary conquest of space can also seize upon people in the digital 
era. Virtual space then replaces real space: someone’s life in cyberspace is no 
longer an exploration but a compensation. When life in cyberspace becomes 
such a hallucination (cyberspace itself as a “consensual hallucination”), there 
is no longer (enough) distance between the self and its image, and no space for 
(a symbolic, ethical, “regulating”; that is, not narcissistic) desire. Cyberspace 
needs a “free” subject of desire in order not to be wrapped up in it. 

Although the ego attempts to eliminate the real by trying to screen it off 
completely, the subject of desire is in a continuous interaction with the real. Al- 
though the subject is also mediated by the screen (“no subject without ego”), 
it remains (ethically, symbolically) connected to what is behind the screen, 
so that, for instance, the “subjectivation” of anxiety means productive repeti- 
tion (“writing in order not to go insane”) instead of imaginary fixation such 
as phobia or delusions. A subjectified interaction with the other of (online) 
communication could consist of conversing with the other instead of flaming 
him or her. In the case of the cyborg soldier, it could entail some sort of ethical 
awareness instead of the moral dissociation from the psychologically invis- 
ible enemy. These examples show that “human” (subjectified) desire implies 
a sublimated connection to the real; at least, it is not a replacement of the real 
by the imaginary. This is also a major theme in the work of Baudrillard, who 
states in his “Clone Story” about the imaginary other: “when the double ma- 
terializes, when it becomes visible, it signifies imminent death” (Baudrillard 
1994, p.95)—a death of the subject of desire. 


CHAPTER 5 


DISPLAYS OF THE REAL: REALITY AS AN EFFECT 


5.1 TECHNE AND TUCHE 


5.1.1 The computerized Self: Appearance or illusion? 

Although the computer screen may not touch upon “the real thing,” it does 
induce a “real sense of presence.” This duplicity is the crucial aspect of Freud- 
ian psychic reality (it is not real, but neither is it merely an illusion), and 
this same characteristic goes for the computer screen. The psychotherapeutic 
practice of exposing phobic patients to the object of their anxiety or fear 
in virtual reality installations shows that the computer screen protects them 
from the threatening object, while at the same time it evokes something (“an 
effect”) of this object (Robillard et al. 2003). Virtual social settings can also 
generate social anxiety (James et al. 2003).Thus, one of the most important 
consequences of presence is that a virtual experience can evoke the same reac- 
tions and emotions as a real experience (Schuemie et al. 2001, p. 187). 

When reality thus is some type of an effect or appearance, neither strictly 
objective nor subjective, are we then necessarily caught in a world of illu- 
sions? Here we may again refer to Kant as the central figure of modern Western 
thought. Kant showed that we cannot know an “objective reality,” the things 
as they are “in themselves.” Therefore we have to resort to the necessary ap- 
pearances of the things-in-themselves. But this is not the same as being driven 
back on illusions (Schein), for illusions consist of taking appearances as if they 
were the objects in themselves, disregarding the constitutive forms that the 
subject puts in the representation of the object: “if one ascribes objective reality 
to those forms of representation, then one cannot avoid thereby transforming 
everything into mere illusion” (Kant 1996, B 69, B70). 

As in Kantian analysis, the crucial issue at stake in Lacanian psychoanalysis 
is to distinguish between appearances and illusions. And, again as in Kantian phi- 
losophy, Lacan’s logic of fantasy claims that the subject constitutes itself along 
with the formation of the object. But this constitution can, roughly, take place 
in two opposite directions: the object of desire can be “either a fantasy that 
is .. . the support of desire, or a lure” (Lacan 1998b, pp. 184—186).The fantasy 
object is, to use the Kantian terminology, either an appearance in which the 
subject creatively represents the real, or an illusion or imaginary lure in which 
we disregard the element of subjectivation and fall into the trap of objecti- 
fication: taking representation for real and ignoring desire’s hide-and-seek 
universe. 

The screen of fantasy now allows a luring objectification, and thus the an- 
nihilation of desire, in two ways which I will try to illustrate using the analogy 
of the computer screen. I can turn someone else completely into an object 
and thus ignore his desire—remember the infamous rape in cyberspace, in 
which someone was able to acquire full control over another person’s (tex- 
tual) avatar and hence could “rape” it (Dibbel 2001). OrI can turn myself into 
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an image—I can take on a very self-confident persona in order to deal with 
my lack ofa stable identity. The question regarding the truth of the fantasy 
object hinges on the issue of how we deal with the unrepresentable real thing 
in ourselves and in the other or the outside world. For the real, unknowable X 
(the “Thing”) is both something in the subject (her “inner core”) and some- 
thing that she can bump into in the outside world.' Information technologies 
can screen us off further from this thing that we cannot or dare not confront, 
or conversely, can offer a medium in which it can manifest itself: In this sense 
they function exactly as the screen of fantasy: they may lead us into illusion 
by letting us take the reality on the screen for the real thing itself, or they may 
provide new appearances of the real. 

Zizek gives an example of the second possibility when he describes a neu- 
rotic weakling who adopts the screen persona of an aggressive macho man, 
which might be “more real than reality,” closer to the true core of his per- 
sonality than his role in “real life” (Zizek 2001, p. 198). Zizek illustrates that 
fantasy may be more real than reality: its expression may take us through the 
“screen of normality” that surrounds and encloses us. In general, surfing the 
Internet in search of enjoyment (in whatever form: sex sites, chatting, role 
playing) may offer insight into the fantasmatic formations and fixations of 
our desire. A continuous repetition of the same staging of desire (playing the 
same role, watching the same sexual scenes, etc.) may provide information 
about us just as much and as well as the repetition involved in a “talking cure” 
(Fenichel et al. 2002). 

However, information technologies may also radicalize the covering of 
the (unacceptable, unbearable, horrible) “real me” and the “real other” by its 
electronic shield. Kevin Robins and Les Levidow describe such a functioning 
of information technologies in the development of warfare, where fear and 
anxiety are converted into perceptions of external threat, killing is done “at 
a distance” without the shock of direct confrontation, and victims become 
targeted “things” on the screen, thus eliminating the soldier's feeling of be- 
ing implicated in a moral relationship (Robins and Levidow 1995, p. 120). 
Information technologies thus affect the (normal, social, moral) relationship 
between self and other by objectifying defenses: war becomes fun, as the 
pleasure principle triumphs, and the screen of fantasy becomes impenetrable 
armor. 

This short account of the double bind of the interface demonstrates that 
the computer screen does have the capability to function as what I will call “a 
window” that “discloses” the world—and does not merely “close” it by its 
sheer imaginary imitations. Because of the disunity in the subject and the un- 
avoidable (fantasmatic) subjectivation, Lacanian theory cannot give simple 
and unambiguous answers to the question of the psychological impact of 
information technologies. All it can do is provide a framework—which I 


am developing—from which to analyze concrete cases. On a psychic level 
the influence of the fantasy screen runs from being the pivotal support of 
a desirable reality to being the bait that lures us into a trap and leads us to 
delusion. 


5.1.2 Being virtual: The pleasure principle and its beyond 

I want to reappraise the question of illusion within the context of the (“an- 
cient”) relationship of techné and tuche. When one narrows techné to the aspect 
of “machinism”—which is usually treated as a subheading of “technics” 
(Guattari 1993, p. 13)—it concerns the mechanical production of things. 
The automaton (the automatic production) and the robot are some of the 
best-known and most advanced forms of this production by machine. For 
Aristotle, techné is directed at creating what is impossible for nature to achieve, 
and is therefore a creative mediation between nature and humanity (Guattari 
1993, p. 13). Greek thought in general considers techné a concept indicating 
both the crafts and the arts (De Mul 1999, p. 165), because the craftsman and 
the artist both use technical knowledge and tools to produce their work. 

Besides its creative aspect—which Aristotle highlights—techne also (or at 
the same time) stands for a means to control and shape the world. It aims to 
control the heterogeneity of the world that the Greeks express in the word 
tuché: the accidental, chance. This is the peculiar duplicity in techné: as a creative 
process, it also concerns, to put it in Lacan’s words, “mediations of the will” 
(Lacan 1977, p.22).Asa technical production of things, it is at the same time a 
creative neutralization of real heterogeneity. The virtual realities of cyberspace 
could be the latest stage of the techné, since they combine art and technology 
in a specific disclosure of the world (De Mul 1999). I will proceed from the 
distinction between techné and tuchée to Lacan’s distinction between automaton 
and tuché (Lacan 1998b, pp. 53-64). 

In section 3.2.3, I discussed the interesting path opened up by Norbert 
Wiener in Cybernetics (1948) in which living beings are considered as ma- 
chines. Lacan’s huge interest in cybernetic theory explains his use of the terms 
“automaton” and “tuché.” By using these terms, Lacan starts a discussion 
concerning causality, as they refer to the two modes of causality that Aristotle 
elaborates in his physics. The automaton stands for events that occur as a sort 
of blind result of external circumstances. Aristotle offers the first systematic 
elaboration of the notion of the “automatic” (the “by itself”), used earlier 
by Democritus and Plato. Plato speaks of a constitutive tension between the 
proper dynamics of natural processes and the direction that God determines. 
For Aristotle the causality of chance (tuché) opposes the causality of the autom- 
aton. Lacan uses the notion of the automaton to refer to the network of signi- 
fiers that functions, in accord with the pleasure principle, independently of 
the (conscious) subject. 
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The system of signifiers is a system of mediation, and as such resembles 
Aristotle’s techné as a system of creative mediation. Techné shapes what is im- 
possible at the natural level. Whereas nature cannot produce a sculpture of a 
perfect human being, humans, with our use of techné, can. Similarly, at the level 
of the signifier, people can draw ideal(ized) pictures of themselves: in their 
minds, and “externalized” in novels, films, virtual personae. As with all ideal- 
ized formations, people can also get addicted to their technological forms, 
such as avatars. According to research on the use of avatars among adolescents 
in South Korea, an addictive (“pleasurable”) use of avatars functions as a 
cover-up of the large and (almost) unbearable amount of stress (“the real of 
jouissance,” of a “painful affectivity” beyond pleasure) that adolescents experi- 
ence in “real life” (Lee and Shin 2004). 

Lacan describes tuché as an encounter with the real. And in psychoanalysis 
tuché presents itself first of all in the form of the trauma, as that which is inas- 
similable in the psychic system (Lacan 1998b, p. 55). Hence the psychic system 
(the subject of the signifier) does not fully function as a (disembodied, neu- 
tral) automaton. It (affectively) “circles” around inassimilable things. Lacan 
understands tuché as an encounter with the real that disturbs the functioning 
of the pleasure principle. He concludes: “The real is beyond the automaton, 
the return, the coming-back, the insistence of the signs, by which we see 
ourselves governed by the pleasure principle” (ibid., pp. 53-54). We get to 
know the real only through some sort of arbitrary and accidental encounter 
that pulls us (momentarily) out of the psychic system that normally mediates 
our relation to the “inner” and outer world by means of signifiers. Life is not 
a dream, Lacan says, because of “those radical points in the real that I call en- 
counters, and which enable us to conceive reality as unterlegt, untertragen, which, 
with the superb ambiguity of the French language, appear to be translated by 
the same word—souffrance. Reality is in abeyance there, awaiting attention” 
(ibid., pp. 55—56).? 

We must notice the crucial difference between reality and the real. Reality is 
“underpinned”: it has an “understructure” (or to put it in Marxist terms, real- 
ity has the real as its excluded basis, or foundation). Reality appears on a screen 
of a (technological) distantiation from the real. Yet concurrent with this dis- 
tantiation is the always-existing possibility that the real might erupt and break 
through the screen, disrupting or interrupting our (idealized, sublimated: 
normalized) picture of reality. This is the tragicomic situation of our selves as 
“representative beings,” which cannot be elevated into a utopian, pleasurable, 
truthful, or final discovery of the real (the “real reality” behind the mask). The 
duplicity remains: that is the split subject of Lacanian psychoanalysis. 

Lacan is taken up by the question of whether the subject of the (uncon- 
scious) chain of signifiers functions as an automaton. Is the virtual subject 
(that lives in fictions) a machine governed by the pleasure principle? Possibly. 


It can function as an “automatic pleasure machine,” either directly, by dis- 
charging energies via pleasurable images (a primary process), or indirectly, 
by binding energies to representations (as in thinking) so that pleasure can 
be found in reality (a secondary process). To reverse and apply the question 
at hand, is the subject of cyberspace like the unconscious subject that is freely 
floating around the World (Wide Web) of signs, not hindered by physical 
limitations? In this case of “cyberspace as a dream world” (Suler 1999c), the 
human subject becomes similar to a robot in the process of mechanical pro- 
duction: merely an “element of a chain” or of an assembly line (a “subject of 
flow production”). 

In cyberspace, self-representation is technologically produced, and could 
thus be considered a form of automation as feedback systems substitute 
machine-controlled operations for human manipulations, and we are there- 
fore more or less controlled through our machines (Vasseleu 2002). So the 
question becomes whether, from the psychological perspective, the world of 
signifiers of cyberspace functions as an automaton: does the subject of desire 
that dwells in it function as a self-regulating mechanism that works according 
to the pleasure principle, making the excesses of excitement manageable? Or 
is this virtualized subjectivity “anchored” in something beyond the “auto- 
matic machine”: personal interests or motivations, fixations, idiosyncrasies 
...all sorts of “traumatic things” that hinder one’s operation as an automatic, 
submissive machine?? 

From a Lacanian perspective, there is both the virtual subject and the real, 
as its inassimilable remainder or kernel. Fantasy interfaces those two orders, in 
its most profound functioning in an original manner. So there are not two original 
dimensions (the real and the virtual, “nature” and “culture”) that must be 
connected afterward; rather, the fantasy interface is original and constitutive 
(see chapter 3). Our human (fantasmatic) self-image constitutes us as a hu- 
man and not as a horse—to use one of Lacan’s examples. It is this original 
interface that allows us to speak of two different dimensions: the virtual as 
what fictionalizes human reality, and the real as what threatens to disturb our 
reality. 

Fantasy shapes the world into a desirable reality; it functions as a screen 
that designs a world of (pleasurable) surfaces. But it does so in a continuous, 
antagonistic relation with a resisting real (jouissance). For Lacan, behind the 
fantasy there is still something real, as for him the question is: “what is the 
first encounter, the real, that lies behind the fantasy?” (Lacan 1998b, p. 54). 
The screen of fantasy is a window that, if it functions as a support of desire and 
not as its lure, remains “in touch” with the real behind its screen. I will explain 
this duplicity in relation to the pleasure principle, for the real is “beyond the 
insistence of signs by which we see ourselves governed by the pleasure prin- 
ciple” (ibid.). 
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5.1.3 Jouissance beyond pleasure: The encounter with the real 
Psychoanalysis stresses the defensive function of (mental) productions, as is 
expressed by Lacan’s fundamental distinction between pleasure and jouissance. 
The signifier mediates jouissance and pulls this excessive tension within the lim- 
its of the pleasure principle, so that jouissance is transformed into a controllable 
pleasure. The real of jouissance, as what transgresses the homeostatic system of 
signifiers, is the cause of repetition. We not only (destructively) aim at this real in 
what Freud called the death drive; we also try to repeat this (traumatic) real 
in order to come to terms with it. Thus we see the precarious situation of hu- 
mans with regard to excessive excitement beyond their stabilized self-images. 
Fantasy tries to keep this situation under control. 

Fantasy does not only work to create a fictitious realm of signifiers giving 
a pleasurable alternative to the world, for example creating cyberspace as the 
display world of fantasy pleasure cut off from the “real world.” It also func- 
tions as a way to deal with the hard core of human reality itself In the study of 
South Korean adolescents, the teens do not immediately see why they involve 
themselves to such an extent in avatar use. Because the real that this use of 
avatars tries to deal with—the high levels of stress that characterize Korean 
society—might be impossible to resolve, it differs from the structural impos- 
sibility that Lacan considers the real. Nevertheless, this example indicates that 
the excessive use of avatars is related to a (traumatic) real that the adolescents 
can hardly cope with, and therefore the avatars are more than just fantasy toys 
to play with and have a good time (“fun”) with; they also help to pull exces- 
sive jouissance into the limits of an endurable reality. 

Because computers resemble speech, or the functioning of the signifier, 
they produce an “artificial” magical world: a world for us (see section 2.3.3). 
Lacan’s notion of tuché stresses that the signifier alone cannot account for genu- 
ine appearances. Life is not a (technological) dream. And psychoanalysis is 
not a form of idealism. Appearances must have some sort of relation to the 
real in order not to tumble into illusions—here Lacan’s ontology is consistent 
with Kant’s. Lacan elaborates this disturbance of the ideal (idealistic) world 
as the encounter with the real. Thus a perspective (like the one at hand) on 
the real and the reality of cyberspace is born. So, despite the fact that waging 
war has become more similar to the play of cyber warfare, (American) sol- 
diers returned traumatized and contaminated from the first Gulf War (what is 
called “Gulf War syndrome”—whether the major factor causing the disease is 
chemical agents or stress is a matter of debate). And an accidental or apparently 
insignificant remark by someone else may cause the neurotic who plays an ag- 
gressive macho man in cyberspace to realize that it is impossible to determine 
his self-image by himself: An obsessive person who keeps on surfing the Net 
in order to fulfill her desire may in the end realize that “it” is impossible to 
find. Thus, the (encounter with the) real disturbs the illusion that drives us. 


“It” does not fit the picture, or “it” cannot be made into a picture—like the 
obsessive using her imagination to try to control her (physical) limitations 
and becoming exhausted. A porn surfer may all of a sudden, “coincidentally,” 
lose his erotic interest in all the images that rush by, blown out of his “psychic 
rush” by some sort of unwelcome and displeasing “accidental” encounter 
that pulls him out of his dream. Our encounter with the real may lead to the 
confrontational awareness that—to use Lacan’s description of the obsessive 
person—we are like frogs that want to be as big as a cow (Lacan 1975-1976, 
18 November 1975). 

The tuché, the encounter with the traumatic real, occurs “accidentally.”* In 
cyber warfare the “bloody mess” beyond the computer screen (the real) is 
mitigated (“alleviated”) by the techno-fantasmatic screen that keeps the com- 
batants at enough distance—not just spatially but especially psychically— 
from their victims. By accident, the bloody mess of the victims might come 
to light, prompting us to think up (make up, dream up) a better story of why 
blood had to be spilled. This shows the position of the (Lacanian) real. It is (as 
good as) impossible to sustain the pointlessness and injustice of bloodshed. 
We cannot consciously assume the real (“unconsciously” we may be con- 
fronted with it: in a dream, for instance, which turns into a nightmare). So 
if the real disturbs the picture, we normally create a better picture. Then the 
symbolic-imaginary screen alleviates the real again: it sustains our desire. The 
porn surfer who suddenly lost his erotic interest will return the next day when 
his screen is zipped up again, able to stage the fantasmatic contexts necessary 
for his pleasure. Zizek (1991) holds that the real can only be briefly contem- 
plated when the subject is “looking awry.” The “accidental” encounter with 
the real is something that occurs in the margin (of daytime, of consciousness). 
The neurotic weakling playing the aggressive macho man will find it very 
hard to confront the “real cause” of his play; this “real cause” may only appear 
accidentally—or in the margin of his normal consciousness—and is usually 
hidden by the screen and the pleasure of his imaginary self-representation. 

Returning to Doel and Clarke’s four models of the relationship between the 
virtual and the real (section 2.1.3), we can ask whether the real is a “copy” 
or the “original.” Characterizing the real as the “beyond” already gives us a 
hint: the real, for Lacan, is an impossible origin. Scott Durham discusses this 
issue in relation to Baudrillard’s thought, and we could share his position. 
From the perspective of everyday life, the real is not on the side of planning, 
but on the side of the accident, of malfunction and misfire: it is that which 
resists and persists beyond the limited space of the operation (Durham 1993, 
p. 164). The real is an absent cause. It contrasts with Baudrillard’s model of 
hyperrealization, in which it stands for a virtual presence that results from 
systems of production. According to Baudrillard, the idea of the virtual comes 
from the desire for the extermination of the real by its double. However, this 
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“unconditional realization of the world” is impossible because there are al- 
ways remainders, traces, and excesses (Doel and Clarke 1999, pp. 272-273). 
The real necessarily slips away: all we notice of it in our reality are its remain- 
ders, remnants, and surpluses. In chapter 6, I will elaborate on this surplus as 
the remnant of an original jouissance: the surplus of enjoyment, plus-de-jouir. 


5.1.4 Defense and disclosure: The twofold relation to the real 

A characteristic of the human-computer interface is that, at a psychic level, 
the viewer is in a position of screening off anxiety. Computer objects allow 
us to control and manipulate the world, to make it “emotionally safe.” The 
computer in general is an object par excellence to gratify—at (inter) face 
value—our desires, and thus to keep the uncontrollable outside world at a 
distance. The excess of computer addiction illustrates this screening off of the 
other and of the detour via the outside world (Wassenaar et al. 1998, p. 359). 
In video games, players are constantly defending themselves or even the en- 
tire universe from destructive forces. The game is a compulsive, pleasurable 
repetition of a life-and-death performance in which the player’s anxiety can 
never be finally mastered, and as a result she engages in a characteristic repeti- 
tion that is often described as “video game addiction” (Robins and Levidow 
1995, p. 122). Since we cannot master the real, we are in a continuous pro- 
cess of repetition (of trying to do so), which may in excessive cases lead to an 
addiction to the screen. 

The subject of the hypertext also perfectly illustrates this role of the com- 
puter interface as a medium for a repetitive psychic envelopment of the real. In 
his essay “Conclusions,” Terence Harpold diagnoses the hypertext reader who 
continuously passes on (“flows on,” “flies on”) from one link to another, end- 
lessly searching for the perfect result like a person with an obsessive personal- 
ity. The hypertext reader (ritually) denies that there is no (“real”) link that can 
provide her with what she is looking for. Her actions are a way to screen off the 
truth that there is no object that corresponds to her desire. It is exactly against 
this awareness, which is in the end an awareness of death and finitude, that 
the obsessive person tries to defend himself with his fantasmatic idea that he 
can control time and death. He believes that the Other has an object offering 
what he is longing for: he believes in the promise of closure, of satisfaction, 
on which the links are founded (Harpold 1994). 

In chapter 1, I agreed with Peter Weibel that, on a psychic level, tech- 
nologies function to overcome (mental) insufficiencies. When considering 
the real as the (absent) cause of repetition, we must not forget that Lacan 
discusses the question of the encounter with the real, the tuché, in the setting 
of the analysis of repetition: “Only a rite, an endlessly repeated act, can com- 
memorate this not very memorable encounter”; “it is necessary to ground 
this repetition first of all in the very split that occurs in the subject in relation 


to the encounter” (Lacan 1998b, pp. 59, 69). All sorts of “repetitive acts” 
(jokes, dreams, tragedies, stalking) function as an envelopment, a psychic 
formation, of something (an experience of loss or of ecstasy, such as death 
or an impossible love affair) that we cannot integrate (at once) into normal 
psychic functioning. The umbrella name for the “affects” that go along with 
the threatening “things” is anxiety. 

When assimilation of this real heterogeneity is impossible, a dialectics of 
appropriation and expropriation follows. The English language has an inter- 
esting equivalent for this appropriation: to arrogate. It throws an illuminating 
light on the concept of arrogance, which we can describe now as assuming 
something as real (a real hero, a real writer, etc.).° The fantasmatic picture that 
the real threatens to disrupt is at the same time necessary to support desire: 
fantasy is a screen that defends against a too direct intrusion of the real. The 
“lost object” is pivotal in this. 

Lacan’s notion of the lost object reveals that an absence underlies our nor- 
mal experience of reality. This absence is an imminent danger that can present 
itself in a whole series of different modes: anxiety, insecurity, pain, loss of the 
sense of self, boredom, “nameless dread” (in the words of Wilfred Bion) .The 
necessary deployment of a variety of defenses can take pathological forms, 
such as distraction, grandiosity, or fixation of self-identity (Emanuel 2001). 
We can have reflexive knowledge of the defenses that lie most at the surface 
(knowing that you are a storyteller), or that we can see at the surface of the 
computer screen (storytelling in cyberspace). However, their most “tricky” 
and far-reaching (outrageous, excessive) influence is at the unconscious level. 
The association to the encounter with the real is predominantly unconscious. 
It leads to the unconscious fantasy: the “unconscious motivations” or “uncon- 
scious scenarios” that underlie the attitude of grandiosity underpinning the 
imagination of being a “real hero” or a “real writer,” of living in a “real city,” 
of having found the “real me” in cyberspace, and so on. 

When one considers the encounter with the real that lies behind the fantasy (La- 
can 1998b, p. 54) as something that disrupts our normal picture of the world, 
but that simultaneously causes or calls for a new invocation or evocation of 
it, the tuché is also the source of the techné as a system to disclose the world. 
Heidegger understands techné as such a disclosure of the world: it brings beings 
forth into the unconcealedness of their appearance (De Mul 1999, p. 166). 
Techne then closely relates to creativity and the work of art: a creativity—as 
Lacan would have it—animated by tuché (which can then be seen as a varia- 
tion on Plato’s notion of the tuché as a divine intervention in the automaton of 
natural processes).The elimination of the tuché thus undermines creativity. Vir- 
tual reality seems to have a strong tendency to eliminate chance and the unex- 
pected by anticipating as much as possible (Krueger 1991, p. 189). And with 
this loss of the tuché, the creative aspects of human reality could also possibly 
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get lost. In his “Plenitude and Alienation: The Subject of Virtual Reality,” Si- 
mon Cooper analyzes the relation between virtual reality and creativity. He 
borrows his theoretical framework from the neurobiologist Francisco Varela, 
who examines chaotic elements from outside a system producing generative 
breakdowns from which new microworlds may emerge. He concludes that 
“noise” is not the restriction of creativity but its underpinning, which stifles 
rather than enhances purposeful activity (Cooper 1997, p. 102). 

The fantasmatic screen protects us against (a too direct intrusion of) the 
real. Thus we compose the real fantasmatically, in all sorts of ideas, convic- 
tions, and ideals (“the promise of closure”). Obsessional rituals emphatically 
give proof of this process, according to Freud’s so-called crystal principle, 
in which the broken crystal—pathology—shows the lines of fracture in the 
normal condition. For Lacan, too, this “defensive formation” of the real is 
a basic process. Since the real is inassimilable, there is a point where inter- 
pretation bumps against the hard core of psychic reality. Psychic reality—in 
Lacan’s radical thesis—is always therefore a composing, a putting together (a 
“drawing,” “editing”) ofa real that does not cease to resist. As a result, truth, 
as what relates to the real, is “what does not cease to inscribe itself” (Lacan 
1999, p. 55). 

We are in a twofold— “split” —relation to the real. Lacan emphasizes this 
division of the subject in its encounter with the real. We necessarily keep the 
(traumatic) real at a distance; we aim to eliminate the encounter with the real 
(as in virtual reality). But at the same time it is the momentary encounter 
with the real that prevents us from taking the “necessary illusions” for real, 
and thus allows for a renewed (renovated, “updated,” revived, rejuvenated, 
remolded) disclosure of it. In order to prevent us from surfing the Internet 
ceaselessly and obsessively, some sort of awareness of the absence underlying 
it, the impossibility of closure, is necessary (“traversing the fantasy”; see Zizek 
1999b). Only then does the subject of desire find some sort of freedom and 
is not compulsively involved in this universe of attraction. 


5.2 SCREEN AND WINDOW 


5.2.1 Screened illusions: Fetishism, phobia, and its computerized 
treatment 

One often considers the computer as a fetish object. All sorts of symbolic 
associations are connected to the computer (culture). The computer is seen 
as an object by which one lives “at the frontier of new developments,” a 
trendy and “fast” lifestyle, and so on. This is the sociosymbolic aspect of self- 
representation: tying ourselves to the symbolic big Other of computer culture. 
The computer can also create via direct reflection (and not through associa- 
tions with a cultural meaning) a “better” or more agreeable self-image, as the 


issue of self-presentation on the screen attests. Then the screen is a predomi- 
nantly imaginary other. In any case, this symbolic-imaginary formation, or 
fixation, of (a more pleasing) personal identity makes the computer function 
as a (fetish) screen screening off uncertainty, anxiety, “blankness.” 

Lacan’s thoughts on perverse fantasy, which fixates desire onto a certain 
object and thus screens off from desire’s infinity, make these interpretations of 
the computer more understandable. Lacan often calls fantasy a screen, thereby 
stressing its defensive function. In its psychic dimension, reality appears 
through some sort of sublimation or idealization. Psychic reality is a certain 
mise-en-scéne, and the real that underlies it is only accessible by means of this 
fantasmatic screen. In his 1956-1957 seminar, Lacan compares the function- 
ing of fantasy to the frozen image of a film projection that has been stopped 
(Lacan 1994, pp. 119, 157). This functioning is most explicitly visible in 
fetishism, which halts or fixes the chain of memory at a certain point called 
the “memory screen.” For Lacan, what constitutes the fetish, the symbolic 
element that fixes the fetish, derives from the scene just before the traumatic 
perception. The fetish is thus a screen against the traumatic real. The projected 
image of the fetish is the limit where the recollection of history is interrupted; 
it is the sign of the point of repression (ibid., p. 158). 

Lacan discovers similarities between the fetish and the phobic object, in 
that both are symbolic-imaginary substitutes for a threatening presence (Ev- 
ans 1996, p. 148). This makes the example of the virtual reality treatment of 
phobias all the more interesting. Usually therapeutic use of virtual reality for 
phobias takes the form of exposure therapy: therapists expose the phobic 
patient gradually to the feared object or situation. Literature on the first case 
study of treating spider phobia with virtual reality exposure shows that little 
by little the phobic patients’ fear diminishes as they become accustomed to 
and more or less comfortable with spiders (Carlin et al. 1997). This in vivo 
exposure therapy is a combination of cognitive therapy, which teaches people 
to think differently (about spiders), and behavioral therapy, which seeks to 
recondition the phobic reaction to the feared object by having the patient 
unlearn the stimulus-response reaction to it (desensitizing the subject). 

But does virtual reality treatment actually expose patients to “the real thing” 
that causes their anxiety? In the context of my exposition of Lacanian theory 
so far, it is no surprise that this theory leads to a deconstruction of the notion 
of the “real object,” as used here by cognitive theory, and the cognitive stream 
in psychotherapy that guides most virtual reality research—often explicitly 
stating that it is not Freudian. However, from a Freudian perspective, one must 
make the crucial observation that the object to which virtual reality therapy 
exposes the phobic might not be the real object of his anxiety, but already its 
fantasmatic (and defensive) formation. That is, at least, what follows from 
Lacanian theory regarding phobia. 
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In his 1956-1957 discussion of phobia, Lacan argues that the pho- 
bic object is a fantasmatic construction protecting against anxiety (Lacan 
1994, p. 23). The phobic object screens the subject from the real object (the 
anxiety-inducing void), and thus turns anxiety into a fear focused on a particular 
object. From a Lacanian perspective, it is therefore more accurate to say that 
virtual reality exposes the phobic to the object of his fear instead of the object 
of his anxiety, as the phobic object is exactly what turns anxiety into fear by 
focusing it on a specific object. Therefore, the virtual reality screen—not just 
from the material perspective, from which it is obvious that the real spider is 
not present, but also from the “psychological” perspective—is similar to the 
psychic screen in that it exposes a person to a fantasmatic substitute of the 
real thing. The computer screen is hence predominantly a defensive screen 
against the object of anxiety, and, most importantly, does not actually start an 
“interaction” with the real object of anxiety—as required for a change for the 
better in a Freudian practice. 

Virtual reality treatment mainly focuses on getting the subject accustomed 
to the particular image that (on the phenomenological level) seems to cause 
her fear. Although Lacan also acknowledges that this “imaginarization” or 
visualization is already a way to make the traumatic situation livable, and as 
such is an inevitable and even necessary aspect of a cure, the sole focus on the 
imaginary aspect hinders the transformation of the defensive screen into a 
window that actually is in an (of course also imaginary-mediated) relation- 
ship to the real. When the object appears as if in a window (an image as a frame- 
work for viewing the real, composed of different elements instead of being 
an imaginary reflection), different “visualizations” are possible: an element 
of the “spider” might turn out to be the grimace of the father, and so on. Such 
a process of “working through” will hopefully end in an “exhaustion” and a 
“dissolving” of the phobia (Lacan 1994, p. 402). For when the phobic image 
remains as a “screen” that one must get accustomed to, one is still fixated on 
one particular imaginarization of desire. 


5.2.2 The unconscious fantasy online 
In his essay “Transference among People Online,” John Suler (1996) em- 
phasizes a sort of “unconscious signpost” that seems to determine much on- 
line behavior. People often start the same kind of relationships online, and 
the friends they make online all seem to be the same types of people. Suler 
calls this the “unconscious ‘homing’ device.” The construction of virtual self- 
images by means of avatars also seems to attest to such a “homing device”: the 
kinds of avatars people use to represent themselves are not irrelevant (Suler 
1999a). 

Lacanian analysis emphasizes the function of signifiers in this “uncon- 
scious homing device” (this “homing towards the real”), because unconscious 


signifiers determine the image or the other that we “choose.” What Lacan calls 
the “illusory object” plays its role as a signifying function. Fantasy is not solely 
a matter of the drives and their “innate” images, but very much a matter of 
the signifier (the symbolic). It is the signifier that “bridges” the subject’s cur- 
rent representation to the real (as certain phrases or partial images are pivotal 
in someone’s avatar, and serve to “interface” this “imaginary illusion” with 
the anchoring of his desire). The crucial signifiers of a person’s life (uncon- 
sciously) determine why she constantly inclines to the same relationships or 
same fantasy images of herself. Because of this determining role of signifiers, 
fantasy is unconscious. Lacanian analysis tries to expose those signifiers that 
have shaped the fantasmatic construction of the object. 

Conscious fantasies mostly root in unconscious ones, as they are the result 
of the logic of the unconscious. According to Marshall Edelson, the “logic of 
fantasy” that Freud emphasizes is like that of an author when writing fiction, 
different wishes and beliefs often providing in the imagination protection and 
gratification simultaneously (Edelson 1988, p. 189).Where Freud discovered 
the laws of the primary process (condensation, displacement, inversion, etc.), 
Lacan poses the laws of the symbolic (grammar, syntax, combination, sub- 
stitution). Lacan’s notion of fantasy continues to bear a resemblance to what 
some commentators call Freud’s “central usage” of fantasy: providing pleasure 
after the installment of the reality principle (Bott Spillius 2001). Of course 
fantasy organizes pleasure. The whole point is, however, that this pleasure is 
not simply a conscious construction of the ego that thus seeks hallucinatory 
compensation for its deficiencies. There is an unconscious element in fantasy: 
we unconsciously try to refind forms of pleasure that we inevitably lost in the 
process of individualization. And this effort of refinding a “feeling” that we 
lost may generate feelings of displeasure, as might be the case in the enormous 
effort “to make a career” in order to “become someone.” It is the unconscious 
subject—of the signifier—that determines the formation of the fantasy. 

Fantasy tries to regain the lost, real objects that we desire, which do not 
exist as such because they are already dissolved into signifying elements. Of 
the “object” that my nostalgic desire longs for, only bits and pieces remain, 
which form the “material” for fantasy to reconstruct the object (its sounds, 
images, sayings). Those signifying elements are the “material” of the uncon- 
scious; they belong to the domain of the Other. The fantasmatic constellation 
of signifiers creates a certain window upon the real. Fantasy, as such a window, 
shapes the object of desire (object a) by means of signifiers coming from the 
Other. We shape the object of our desire by means of images and signifiers that 
we do not consciously choose. 

The signifying material of the Other governs or possesses the Self and de- 
constructs its autonomy. This material actually constitutes the framework in 
which the conscious fantasy operates. As a construction of the ego for gaining 
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pleasure, fantasy is, for the most part, governed by “material” that functions 
as its building material: for my construction of an avatar on the Internet, I use 
signifying material. Although I may think that the avatar is fully my choice, lam 
already in the unconscious because I have used all sorts of signifying elements 
(that are not my own). This is the strict, material sense of the unconscious: it is 
not a “content,” but a “form.” In his psychological investigations of such me- 
diamatic self-representations, Suler (1997a) tries to give a meaning to those 
(material) unconscious elements by letting people talk about other people’s 
avatars and their own: avatar free association. Unconscious desire can thus also 
use the images and elements of new media. 


5.2.3 The screen and the other: Perspectives on computer psychotherapy 
As Turkle shows, psychoanalytical psychotherapy has been for the most part 
very skeptical about computer psychotherapy, questioning what a computer 
knows about deep emotions and the unconscious (Turkle 1995, p. 111). Itis 
doubtful whether we should position Lacan in this line of thought. In 1966 
when MIT professor Jozef Weizenbaum wrote the first computer psycho- 
therapy program in history, called ELIZA, Lacan expressed particular interest 
in it during his seminar on the logic of fantasy. 

Although Weizenbaum wrote ELIZA as a test for the conversational capa- 
bilities of machines, people soon started to use it as a conversational partner 
for therapeutic purposes. It works as follows: when you type in a sentence, 
ELIZA gives you an answer according to certain codes, and a conversation 
may follow. Although Weizenbaum thought people would soon lose interest 
in ELIZA because of its limited conversational capabilities, they actually were 
captivated by the conversation. Consequently, Lacan acknowledged that ELIZA 
appears to produce some sort of transference relation (Lacan 1966-1967, 30 
November 1966). People find something (of themselves) in the machine: 
they unconsciously transfer (fantasmatically) the object a of their desire onto 
it. And what interested Lacan is how an artificial situation can produce such a 
transference effect (Evans 1996, p. 103). 

Whereas in 1966 the issue was still whether people actually could have an 
affective relation with a machine, nowadays one acknowledges that people 
really do have such relationships with computers. The work of Sherry Turkle 
bears witness to this. In addition, Norman Holland, a theorist of human re- 
sponses to media, provides evidence that the computer can function as a se- 
ductive sex object, as a symbol of sexual power and prowess (Holland 1996). 
Raymond Barglow describes the computer as a fusional object operating in 
the unconscious as a pre-oedipal object, before any firm consolidation of the 
boundaries of personal identity (Barglow 1994, p. 14). And in his “Mom, 
Dad, Computer,” Suler describes all the transference reactions people have 
toward their computer: it can make us feel angry, betrayed, disappointed, 


lonely, and empty when we don’t have enough time to spend with it. We have 
all sorts of seemingly exaggerated or inappropriately strong feelings toward 
our machines (Suler 1998). Computers may appear as fellow “humans”: you 
can talk to them, they can ask you questions, you can play and cooperate with 
them. And the way we perceive this medium influences the way we perceive 
the online other: when I consider the computer a programmable object, the 
other person to whom it connects me may seem controllable as well. These 
transference effects give the computer the capacities of a therapeutic machine, 
for if I perceive the answers and questions of the ELIZA program as resembling 
those of my father, I might be able to “work through” problems with my real 
father by engaging in a conversation with my “artificial father” (the images 
and significations of my real father transferred to the computer screen). 

Transference to computers shows humans’ psychological relation with 
“something” behind the screen. Whether this interaction concerns a human 
user or a computer program is sometimes hard to distinguish: who is behind 
the therapeutic program, who is behind an avatar? And the answer might even 
not be of central concern. By stressing the linguistic expression of meaning 
and resisting all notions of a direct expression of “feelings,” Lacanian theory 
makes it more comprehensible that the computer screen can serve as a screen 
of transference. In psychoanalysis the analyst is, after all, also invisible for the 
patient. The pivotal matter is what he says to the analysand (his signifiers), 
and that he situates himself as the semblant of the object a, as the cause of the 
analysand’s desire. That is, the analysand must “imagine” that the relationship 
with the analyst offers him what he is looking for (in his “unconscious moti- 
vations”). Online transference shows that the computer can do just that. The 
critical issue of computer psychotherapy would then shift from the presence 
of a real person who is “directly” in contact with the analysand’s “feelings” to 
the creation of an accurate program of interpretation (recall Lacan’s interest 
in the “exact language” of cybernetics). 

Our online interactions with human users as well as with computer pro- 
grams (which in the form of smart agents, bots, and wizards appear to have 
human intelligence) deal with interfaces that make the “other” present. Here 
the interfaces causing the idea of a presence behind the screen (the “transfer- 
ence effect”) are crucial; they “possess” the object a, the object-cause of desire. 
Because transference effects abound, Lacan would probably be less pessimistic 
about the possibilities ofa therapeutic machine than was the inventor of ELIZA 
himself. For Weizenbaum considered the machine incapable of grasping the 
human meanings that reach beyond language, and that hold “the incommu- 
nicable feeling which the therapist always tries to help the patient express” 
(in Turkle 1995, p. 198). 

Lacan’s theory deconstructs immediate experience into an effect of the 
interplay of imaginary and symbolic aspects. Fantasy, which constructs the 


115 


DISPLAYS OF THE REAL: REALITY AS AN EFFECT 


real in psychic reality, is the imaginary that works in a signifying, symbolic 
structure. And it is certainly not the imaginary as such. Therefore it is sym- 
bolic recollection, and not (imaginary) remembering or reminiscence, that 
decides the recall of (personal) history (Lacan 1988a, p. 14). Lacan agrees 
with Freud that the analogous remembering of the past by means of “direct” 
internal images is often not accurate, and so he shifts his emphasis toward the 
recollection of signifiers that have determined someone's life. This view also 
undermines the “cathartic method,” which seeks to discharge troublesome 
emotions by having the patient relive past traumatic events, because symbolic 
recollection is not about reliving experiences; rather, it revolves around rear- 
ranging signifying material. 

Analysis centers on the interaction at the level of signifiers, in an affective 
context (of transference). Computer interaction can operate at both levels: it 
can evoke “warm” imaginary affects that are necessary to maintain a lively 
relation, and can effectuate a “cold” symbolic punctuation of the exchanged 
text. Thus it can work on the unconscious. We must remember that for Lacan 
the unconscious is not an “incommunicable inwardness.” He focuses instead 
on the exterior form of our intimacy, which leads him to the neologism “ex- 
timacy” (extimité): the unconscious is outside. 


5.2.4 Interactive environments (II): The screen as a window or frame 
Because it also functions as a framework, the car is something more than an 
appliance. Besides being a means of transport, it also organizes a way of liv- 
ing, a way we see the world. In the philosophy of technology, the car must 
frequently illustrate the shortcomings of instrumental vision. Roland Barthes 
calls cars the “cathedrals of modern times” because they are, like cathedrals, 
symbols of culture that express our feelings and desires. The car not only 
transports us through an objective space, but also changes our reality: it dis- 
closes new spaces in which we exist (and closes old ones) .Tim Dant considers 
the car an assemblage of human and machinic components: “The driver-car 
is neither a thing nor a person; it is an assembled social being that takes on 
properties of both and cannot exist without both. .. .The car does not simply 
afford the driver mobility or have independent agency as an actant; it enables 
a range of humanly embodied actions available only to the driver-car” (Dant 
2004, p. 74). For Deborah Lupton (1999) one actually becomes a cyborg 
when driving, which makes manifest the “cyborg ontology” of everyday life 
(Lister et al. 2009, p. 285). 

The car is a frame of our reality. Through its windows the world appears in a 
certain way, by putting us in a certain position toward the real beyond its screen: 
a position of autonomy, individuality, mobility (and its current excess: im- 
mobilizing traffic jams).The study of visual media draws a strong distinction 
between seeing the surface and looking through it (Lister et al. 2003, p. 135; Bolter 


and Grusin 1999, pp. 20—52).This distinction is also at stake in Lacan’s theory 
of the difference between the “closed” and the “open” window, between the 
mirror screen and the window or frame. Lacan develops his theory from the 
imaginary relationship (a-a’) toward the beyond of the image, the object a 
(a-a'/(a)); that is, from the screen as a reflection of the ego toward a window 
of perception for the unconscious subject of desire. His formula of fantasy 
(80a) expresses the mirror screen as a frame that conditions our interaction 
with others and puts us in a certain position to the real. This position is what 
we call our (fantasmatically sustained) reality. For Lacan, the crucial aspect of 
the open window is its function as a framework. In the visual field it implies, 
for instance, that seeing presupposes some sort of framework (a “horizon”). 

The cinema is another famous frame. The camera (the projector) takes us 
to unseen spaces or to places impossible for our (“natural”) eyes to see. The 
positioning of the camera already provides a framed perception of the real. 
Actually seeing such “images” as a reality requires an identification with the 
virtual camera position (this is the experiential level of “lived subjectivity”: 
the “immersion” of the film enthusiast, as contrasted with the neutral, ob- 
jective position of the “critic’”). Film analyst and semiotician Christian Metz 
holds that the spectator identifies with herself as a pure act of perception: as 
the condition of possibility of the perceived, and hence as a kind of transcendental 
subject (Metz 1982, p. 49). 

But in Lacanian theory, we cannot fully separate the “subjective” and the 
“objective” position (the “enthusiast” and the “critic”): even the detached 
position of the critic is not neutral—if it were neutral, she wouldn't be inter- 
ested in any film whatsoever. Fantasmatic identification with a certain virtual 
position is the condition that makes perceiving a meaningful, significant, 
expressive reality possible. Identification with a virtual position always takes 
place. We look not only with our eyes, but also with the “projected” fantas- 
matic gaze; that is, our looking is animated by desire. For beings of desire, the 
fantasmatic window mediates the interaction with the other (or the other side 
of the screen). Whereas the mirror screen closes this “other side” (and thus 
the differentiation of our reality) and allows us to see only the surfaces, this 
interaction causes the disclosing of a different reality. Then the subject does not 
deal merely with his own imaginary reflections. 

The interfaces that lead us into cyberspace also open up new spaces. As a 
frame, they open up spaces of representation that invite the projective imagi- 
nation (cf. Lister et al. 2003, p. 135).Therefore, those spaces are not merely 
flat projections that we look at but are also spaces in which we (fantasmati- 
cally) live. In a virtual world, text-based or graphical, I not only look at a 
flat screen but also “live on the screen” by means of my identifications with 
the textual or visual appearances of myself: New interactive media include 
the user as a participant in the virtual environment, creating an interactivity 
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that makes it hard to maintain a strict distinction between fiction and reality. 
Actually (inter)acting in a virtual world or chat box on the Internet makes 
my (speech) acts no less fictitious than when I score a goal in a soccer game. 
When I genuinely interact with others, (speech) acts assume their full weight 
in our shared reality. 

Talking without listening leads to imaginary deviations, as does listening 
without the possibility of reacting. Most of the interfaces of “old” media did 
not allow the possibilities of interaction (and thereby excluded the user from 
participation) that keyboard, mouse, joystick, or data glove provide for input, 
instant feedback, and real-time control. The possibilities of mass media (that 
send their messages from a center to the passive receiver) to form virtual 
communities are still imaginary; their virtual reality only begets reality effects 
by means of the interactivity of “new” media (Simons 2002, pp. 47, 150). 
“New” media’s inclusion of the user makes their interfaces more than just 
“fixed,” imaginary screens between the user and the digital other. Interfaces 
as “environments” are also, or even more so, frames or windows that organize 
our reality. 


CHAPTER 6 


MEDIATED ENJOYMENT, ENJOYED MEDIA 


6.1 THE MEDIA PERVERSION 


6.1.1 Techno-fetishism 

The use of technology is often compared to fetishistic operations. Such an 
opinion holds that technologies disavow the limits of ordinary life and pro- 
vide us feelings of pleasure by opening up a realm of seemingly unlimited 
possibilities. In particular, the “hallucinatory imagination of reality” of digital 
technologies supposedly synchronizes people with the pleasure principle. 
Michael Benedikt’s early interpretation of cyberspace considers it to be a 
world of magic that violates the principles of ordinary reality, thus lifting us 
to the level of the “primitive” or magical functioning of the pleasure prin- 
ciple (Benedikt 1991). In a worshipping of technologies’ magical powers resides 
the pivotal psychic phenomenon of techno-fetishism (Usher 1998). Not too 
much research is available on this question of the relationship between “being 
in a virtual world” and enjoyment, perhaps because we tend to take the effect 
for granted (Lombard and Ditton 1997). 

Trudy Barber, who investigates the role of the computer in (sadomasoch- 
istic) arousal (in chat rooms), concludes that the computer, as an object in 
itself, is the new sex fetish, “the tool of control being the computer instead 
of the whip” (Barber 2001b). She views computer-mediated communica- 
tions, virtuality, and cyberspace as embedded with fetishism (Barber 200 1a). 
In his book Conscientious Objections, Neil Postman already revealed the role of 
arousal and excitement in the watching of television news. Television images 
capitalize on our “primitive instincts” when they excite us by showing us 
earthquakes or explosions. Because of this arousal factor, television news is 
primarily a form of amusement instead of an actuality (Postman 1988). 

Technology and enjoyment both function at the same level because of their 
respective (psychic) intensities. Cyberpunk writer William Gibson puts his fin- 
ger on this by considering technology actively and symbolically concurrent 
with the use of drugs (in Tatsumi 1987). In her Fantasies of Fetishism Amanda 
Fernbach introduces new terms to augment the classical Freudian model of 
fetishism in the age of information. Taking Gibson’s novel Neuromancer as one 
of her prime texts, she defines its hero, the console cowboy, as someone who 
engages in a “matrix fetish,” seeking immersion in a maternal space. Fern- 
bach distinguishes this matrix fetishism from the “decadent fetishism” that 
she celebrates as the transformative and experimental play with categories of 
identities, in which power hierarchies, gender distinctions, and boundaries 
between humans and machines are fruitfully traversed (Fernbach 2002).This 
matrix, or pre-oedipal, fetishism is also what Claudia Springer describes in her 
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analysis of the “pleasure of the interface”: “The pleasure of the interface . . . 


results from the computer's offer to lead us into a microelectronic Imaginary 
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where our bodies are obliterated and our consciousnesses are integrated into 
the matrix” (Springer 1991, p. 306). 

Raymond Barglow (1994) emphasizes the difference, on the level of enjoy- 
ment, between mechanical technologies and information technologies, argu- 
ing that mechanical technologies correspond to the logic of what we would 
call phallic enjoyment, in which the subject finds enjoyment in a further strength- 
ening of its singularity and (pretended) autonomy (and therefore in a repres- 
sion of his limitations). Mechanical technologies, such as driving a car and 
using hand tools, are based on the notions of an autonomous individual and 
human agency. They suppose an instrumental use of technologies in which 
humans are autonomous agents who use the technologies according to their 
plans (a supposition that may nevertheless be questioned when one consid- 
ers the car in its framing function: bringing forth human beings as cyborgs; 
the unconcealedness of a technological reality—see section 5.4.1). However, 
information technologies operate on a much trickier level, where the roles 
might be turned around. Those technologies involve us to such a degree that 
they challenge the boundaries of the rational self: That is, the computer may 
appear as an other, or as an extension of myself that I—as a rational subject— 
cannot clearly control because my machine and I are so closely tied together. 
As such, they provide a form of pre-oedipal enjoyment: 


The difference between our interactions with mechanical and with informa- 
tion technologies can be viewed psychoanalytically. The automobile is an ex- 
emplary Oedipal object, especially for men. It fulfills the classical male fantasy 
of penetration without entrapment: one hurtles through space to one’s destina- 
tion, but one can stop at any time one wants. Conversely, the rage experienced 
when one’s trajectory is impeded expresses a kind of castration. The computer, 
on the other hand, tends to operate in the unconscious at a more fundamental 
level, as a pre-oedipal object related to its user as a mother is bonded to her 
child before its own boundaries and personal identity have been consolidated. 
(Barglow 1994, p. 14) 


A common vision of cyberspace connects it intimately with perversion 
(Zizek 1999c). In perversion, alongside the normal subject (that recognizes 
the law) there is a second subject that does not recognize the law and disavows 
the renouncements that the law demands (castration). In perversion, the con- 
ventionality of the law is attacked precisely because of its conventionality 
(Verhaeghe 1994, p. 187).Thus, if I know that the law is a convention, I can 
play with it within my self-built world or morality. And this is what happens 
in cyberspace, where one can build such alternative, virtual worlds. Having 
the conventionality of law in view also allows for a transgression of the law 
without feelings of guilt—an absence of guilt that characterizes perversion. 


Most of the players of cybersex don’t consider it an act of adultery, but rather 
“an innocent game” that doesn’t affect their “real-life situation.” Fanatic play- 
ers of aggressive and violent online games use the same arguments against 
people who suggest that playing those games can lead to more aggression in 
“real life.” They assert that because they know perfectly well that it is nothing 
more than a game, it does not influence their behavior. The subject of cyber- 
space does indeed seem to come closest to the perverse position, where the 
double moral standard is practiced perfectly. 


6.1.2 A disavowal of “real life”? 

In Freudian terms, fetishism is the projection of sexual goals onto an object 
other than the “normal” sexual goal of intercourse. Whether one holds to the 
classical (Freudian) model of fetishism or not, disavowal remains its charac- 
terizing operation. Fernbach’s (2002) two forms of fetishism illuminate the 
question of whether this disavowal leads to a merely hallucinatory experience 
of reality or to a productive transformation of it—as Fernbach’s figures of 
“cultural cross dressing” do: gays, lesbians, gender benders, sadomasochists, 
posthumanists, techno-pagans, postmodern primitives, and geek girl techno- 
feminists. We may first take note of Freud’s remarks in his “Three Essays on 
Sexuality” (1905) on whether disavowal has a pathological character: 


The situation only becomes pathological when the longing for the fetish passes 
beyond the point of being merely a necessary condition attached to the sexual 
object and actually “takes the place” of the normal aim, and, further, when the 
fetish becomes detached from a particular individual and becomes the “sole” 
sexual object. These are, indeed, the general conditions under which mere 
variations of the sexual instinct pass over into pathological aberrations. (Freud 
1953, p. 154) 


In Baudrillard’s hyperreality, the “techno-fetishism of the lost object” totally 
conceals or destructs the awareness of objects as different from our (techno- 
logical) conception. This is a pathological situation. In hyperreality, where 
fantasy and reality are indiscriminable as fully realized worlds, the notion of 
the real as an object of representation has lost its meaning. In that case it is not 
fantasy that generates unreality, but reality itself: Reality becomes undistin- 
guishable from a screenplay: 


Reality itself founders in hyperrealism, the meticulous reduplication of the 
real, preferably through another, reproductive medium, such as photography. 
From medium to medium, the real is volatilized, becoming an allegory of 
death. But it is also, in a sense, reinforced through its own destruction. It be- 
comes reality for its own sake, the fetishism of the lost object: no longer the object 
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of representation, but the ecstasy of the denial and of its own ritual extermina- 
tion: the hyperreal. .. . Unreality no longer resides in the dream or fantasy, or 
in the beyond, but in the real’s hallucinatory resemblance to itself. (Baudrillard 1988, 
pp. 144-145) 


Whereas Baudrillard’s extreme position denies the possibilities of distin- 
guishing in our reality the real from (fetishistic) illusion, and thus of dis- 
tinguishing reality from illusion, others accept a simple distinction. In his 
otherwise interesting book Projecting Illusion, film theoretician Richard Allen ex- 
amines what he calls “projective illusions”: experiences where we know that 
what we are seeing is only a film, but nevertheless we experience it as a fully 
realized world (Allen 1995, p. 4). Allen holds that, in order to explain these 
experiences correctly, we must introduce a distinction between normal and 
pathological disavowal, something that he believes contemporary film theory 
in its dependence on Lacanian psychoanalysis does not do. Benign disavowal, 
as he names it, entertains the fantasy while knowing that it is not real. He 
equates “pathological disavowal” with a splitting of the ego, when there is an 
instance in the “ego” that actually believes the fantasy (ibid., pp. 135-138). 

The question is therefore whether disavowal is clearly recognizable as 
what leads us into illusion, as Allen claims. If it is, we may indulge in acts of 
disavowal, such as watching a film, while simultaneously knowing that this 
“projective illusion” has nothing to do with “real reality.” This example im- 
plies a simple distinction between reality and illusion, a distinction of which 
we have a conscious awareness. Reality, here, is considered as nondistorted, 
nonvirtualized, as identical to the real (and not as a virtualization of the real). 
Or does the opposite hold? Have we become unaware, as Baudrillard claims, 
of the processes of (technological) disavowal so that we hold the “illusory 
world” to be real, without our being aware of our loss of reality? 

To put it differently: is our love for all sorts of techno-objects that pre- 
sent a desirable representation of the world or of ourselves (the subject as an 
object: in websites, photographs, films, television shows, advertisements) a 
narcissistic (self-)delusion that we no longer recognize as such? Or are we 
quite capable of seeing what their little game is? De Kerckhove also poses this 
question and reaches an interpretation that is different from that of his famous 
predecessor. Whereas McLuhan saw the fetishistic obsession with consumer 
technologies as a purely psychological pattern of narcissistic identification 
with the power of our toys, De Kerckhove considers it proof of our becoming 
cyborgs—as a healthy approach and not a pathology. We integrate devices into 
our identity and into our bodies, and a new psychology should take account 
of that (De Kerckhove 1995, p. 3). 

As its foundation, this psychology of the cyborg from the perspective of 
Lacanian theory seeks to avoid the coercive opposition of reality and illu- 


sion. For reality is untertragen: it has the real as its excluded basis (see section 
5.1.2). And everybody must deal with this lack (of enjoyment, of identity). 
Therefore Lacan claims that each and every one of us is—as a libidinal being 
of language—either in the neurotic position (Versaqung: giving up enjoyment, 
and compensating for it in an imaginary manner), the perverse position (Ver- 
leugnung: disavowing the lack of enjoyment, and playing the game of enjoy- 
ment as a reality, just with another set of rules), or the psychotic position 
(Verwerfung: rejecting the lack of enjoyment and fully “enjoying” the imaginary 
world as reality itself). There is no position of “mental health” that could be 
called normal (Lacan 1977, p. 163). Because this makes it difficult to claim 
that there is a “real reality” that we then must adapt to, the motto of Lacanian 
psychoanalysis could be: “Against adaptation” (Van Haute 2003). 


6.1.3 The vital disavowal 

With his notion of projective illusions, Richard Allen merely envisages the con- 
scious subject that actually knows his fantasies to be not real. Against this model 
of daydreaming, Lacan investigates the unconscious subject that is always already 
dwelling in media of representation (the subject of the drive and of language 
that must deal with the real of privation and castration). So in disavowal I may, 
as an autonomous subject of representation, reflectively know that the world on 
the screen is not real, but nevertheless I am, as a subject of desire, nonreflectively 
involved in it as if it were real. Lacan-inspired film theoreticians such as Christian 
Metz, Octave Mannoni, and Jean-Louis Baudry analyze cinema as an “appara- 
tus” that absorbs the spectator in representations of his or her unconscious.' 

The unconscious subject makes impossible a sharp distinction between 
reality and the fictions of projective illusions. Films, for example, are not 
merely fictional duplications of “real reality”; they also define our perspective 
on the real and thereby our experience of reality. Or they define our “task” in 
the world, as with the most influential film for American presidents—as con- 
cluded from an analysis of the films they saw in the White House projection 
room—the western High Noon (dir. Fred Zinnemann, 1952), which is about a 
“man alone” carrying all responsibility. From the perspective of virtualization, 
films are media that also define our reality, and therefore are not necessarily 
invested with a pathological disavowal of the real. 

In general, (new) media also form, create, educate, and train us.The techno- 
fetishistic (re) finding of enjoyment in all the technological objects, possibili- 
ties, and perspectives is not pathological—in Freudian terms—except when 
it creates a stifling atmosphere and thus dominates reality to such an extent 
that it no longer functions as a necessary condition (framework) for social- 
izing, communicating, exploring, and “living” in general (as in Baudrillard’s 
model, which therefore can be named the “addiction model”). Computer- 
mediated communication, chat boxes, and mobile telephones have, so far, not 
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replaced face-to-face communication. They also function as a condition for 
(more worldwide) face-to-face communication. 

Taking Lacan’s notion of the real into consideration, disavowal also is an 
inevitable phenomenon in order to keep up the necessary appearances. I dis- 
avow the nonexistence or absence of the (desirable) world that the screen 
evokes. Within the context of trauma theory, this disavowal of negativity (of 
castration, of the “castrated mother”) also offers a way to deal with—and alle- 
viate—the traumatic impact of what is behind the screen. Watching television 
news shows without some sort of defensive disavowal, it would be almost im- 
possible to endure the images of dead people (the “radical awareness” of the 
depicted events pulls one through the tranquilizing effect of the framework— 
of the pleasure principle). Hollywood’s many films on the Holocaust do not 
merely stage the real in an imaginary way and thus falsely disavow that hor- 
rible event; in American culture, such films also functioned (psychologically) 
as ways to come to terms with its horror. The condition for opening up (new) 
worlds of representation is at the same time the condition for dealing with the 
intensities of traumatic impacts. As a “normalization” or “stabilization” of in- 
tensities, techno-fantasmatic objects have both aspects. Zizek (1998) analyzes 
this by making a transition from interactivity to interpassivity. 


6.1.4 Believing through technologies: The notion of “interpassivity” 
There is, as I argued in chapter 2 on virtualization, an original transposition 
of “belief” to the Other. There is no reality without representations. We are 
“absorbed” in apparatuses of representation that we believe to represent the 
real—a point also made by Bolter and Grusin with regard to new media, whose 
“logic of immediacy” implies a beliefin some necessary contact point between 
the medium and what it represents (Bolter and Grusin 2000, p. 30). 
However, when Lacan’s theory develops more and more the notion of 
jouissance (at the expense of the notion of the Other), this interactivity must 
be supplemented with a notion that expresses the defense of the subject against 
the (traumatic) real of enjoyment. This is what Slavoj Zizek does. Zizek intro- 
duces the notion of interpassivity, meaning a substitution that is in a certain 
way more original than the substitution by the signifier. Interpassivity means 
that an other undergoes the passive enjoyment for you. Mourners mourn for 
you, and in less dramatic situations the video recorder enjoys the film for 
you, or the sitcom’s canned laughter laughs in your place. The object/other 
undergoes the passive enjoyment so that you can remain an active subject. 
Although Zizek draws a sharper distinction between interactivity and inter- 
passivity than would follow from Lacanian theory—for the substitution by 
the signifier also means that we distance ourselves from an immobilizing 
closeness or reticence: by speaking, I liberate myself to a certain extent from 


traumatic feelings—his notion of interpassivity has the value of stressing the 
defensive function of fantasy. It depicts fantasy as the necessary mediation of the 
passive core of our being: 


Interpassivity is therefore to be conceived as the primordial form of the sub- 
ject’s defense against jouissance: I defer jouissance to the Other who passively endures 
it (laughs, suffers, enjoys...) on my behalf... .The disavowed fundamental 
passivity of my being is structured in the fundamental fantasy which, although 
it is a priori inaccessible to me, regulates the way I relate to jouissance. (Zizek 
1997, pp. 115-116) 


Interfaces of technoculture incorporate this functioning of the fantasy 
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screen. Media “think,” “comment,” and “watch” for us. The world that me- 
dia produce is more and more the world of the media themselves. News 
facts are checked by referring to other media (“what did the NewYork Times say 
about this?”). The work of commenting on television content is increasingly 
taken off the viewers’ hands and executed by television shows themselves. 
Celebrities who perform in talk shows, panels, and games are celebrities only 
because they appear in those shows (Simons 2002, p. 268). Media generate 
a self-referential world that functions as a screen against ignorance, lack of 
information, lack of knowledge, or lack of skills. The media interfaces belief 
for us. With them we create a desirable world of (self-)representation. As very 
commonsensical—or unimaginative—subjects, we may regard these repre- 
sentations as not real, but at the same time we (“unconsciously”) live in their 
unlocked worlds. 

We may live in them as “celebrities” : then media function as a screen against 
being unknown (or being nonentities). In her essay “Celebrity’s Drive,” Jodi 
Dean (2002) argues that technoculture celebrates celebrity subjectivity. Digi- 
tal technologies mold self-experience in terms of accessibility, visibility, and 
being known. Everything about us can and must be known to others, and we 
also want ourselves to be known to others. In this way technoculture produces 
subjects as objects of knowledge. Because of the (imperative) possibility of 
exposure to public knowledge, we act (“unconsciously”) as if we are celebri- 
ties. This is not a naive fantasy of consciously imagining oneself a celebrity 
while knowing that in reality one is not. We know that we are not celebrities, 
but still act as if we believe that we are: the technologies believe for us. 

Crucial in this mode of subjectivation is anxiety, the tension between the 
conviction that one is known and that one is not known (Dean 2002). By giv- 
ing us the opportunity of being known, technologies make us believe that we 
are not nobodies, and thus they screen off the anxiety of having a weak sense 
of self. In general, the screens of technoculture protect us from uncertainty 
and anxiety by producing an attractive, convincing, (ideally) “fully realized” 
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world of representation. They create worlds of make-believe in which we 
actually live (with virtual money, virtual reality, virtual life, etc.). They believe 
for us, or we must believe in them, since we cannot get out of them: what do 
I know of the world without my television and computer? 

There is an affiliation of interactive and interpassive mediation and techno- 
logical mediatization. The apparatuses give both belief and alienation. 


6.1.5 Perverse media: Staging a surplus of enjoyment 

In the Lacanian theory of fantasy, one does not have to think within the scheme 
of opposites of phallic and pre-oedipal enjoyment. The (technological) fan- 
tasy object is not necessarily an object that individuated, oedipal subjects erect 
as a phallus in order to show their potency, and that acts as a destructive force 
toward everything that does not comply with their will. Nor does it have to 
function as an object that engages the desiring subject’s attention to such a 
large degree that he gets fully absorbed in it and loses contact with inter- 
subjective reality. Rather, the most interesting issue is to come to understand 
how (the different kinds of enjoyment provided by) fantasy objects already 
shape our awareness of our reality—that is, how they unconsciously shape 
our perception of things, without this “formation” being a merely imaginary 
deviation. This “third road” of fantasy as a necessary intermediary between 
so-called objective reality and subjective illusion will guide us in our consid- 
eration of the new technological formations of the object. 

The lesson of Freudian psychoanalysis is that gratification of wishes— 
the realization of desire—curbs the capacity of symbolization and eliminates 
the distinction between the real and the imaginary (a lesson also elaborated 
by Baudrillard). In the therapeutic situation, the analyst must therefore not 
gratify the analysand’s wishes, for this would take away the willingness to deal 
with the meaning of those wishes. An actual satisfaction eliminates the virtual 
subject. But instead of eliminating the virtual subject, fantasy (as a window) 
sustains it, since its satisfactions are (“normally”) in our symbolizations. 

Fantasy must ensure the maximum of instinctual gratification possible un- 
der conditions of danger. In fantasy the subject seeks both to experience plea- 
sure and to avoid the experience of pain. Any mental phenomenon, Marshall 
Edelson stresses, seems to function both to gratify and to make secure and, 
in an expression of both impulse and defense, provides discharge for what it 
also provides protection from (Edelson 1988, pp. 184—185). Fantasy creates 
scenes to (re)discover enjoyment, which are the (unconscious) scripts that 
permeate our everyday life. In media these scripts may become more explicitly 
visible, thus showing that they actually sustain our reality. Role-playing games 
on the Internet and the role of the subject in advertisement unroll scripts of 
the subject as the protagonist of a good story. For Postman even the television 


news puts the viewer in a position of (unconsciously) enjoying the events 
in the world. It is obvious that the television news’s “fantasmatic window” 
sustains and supports our picture of the world: it shows the image (of enjoy- 
ment) as what also defines our reality. 

The inseparability of the reality principle and the pleasure principle that 
Lacan observes gives fantasmatic enjoyment a certain control of human reality. 
Such an enjoyment does not imply an act (of transgressing the law); it is not a 
deed or a form of behavior that explicitly conflicts with the norms of social 
reality. Enjoyment also implies an organization of this reality that is already in 
accordance with our desire to find forms of enjoyment. Perverse enjoyment 
is not the opposite of the law but is “contracted” in the law of representation 
governing everyday life. The law provides enjoyment as well as protection and 
defense. As split and therefore virtual subjects, we are always in a position of 
framing the real: we design its scenes (and call them reality). Therefore my 
subjectivity contains an element of perversion, not because at night, behind 
my computer, I actually realize desires that I must suppress (or that are not 
working) during the “normal” daytime version of myself; but because my 
representations of the world (speaking, writing, surfing on the Internet) are 
already governed by the imagination of desire: there is a surplus of enjoy- 
ment involved (plus-de-jouir). The “perversity” of fantasy is thus for Lacan not 
on the level of the act, but on the level of our representations themselves! So 
Postman would maintain, in Lacanian terms, that watching television news 
also contains a surplus of enjoyment: information and enjoyment go hand 
in hand, a basic mechanism of “infotainment.” As Baudrillard recognizes, 
(perverse) pleasure always travels through mediating apparatuses: “Pleasure 
(whether perverse or not) was always mediated by a technical apparatus, by a 
mechanism of real objects but more often of phantasms—it always implies an 
intermediary manipulation of scenes or gadgets” (Baudrillard 1994, 116). 

Television news provides a staging of the catastrophic event in such a way 
that we can endure it, and even find a certain (perverse) enjoyment in it (be- 
ing the spectator on the scene). The Internet, television, the car, and all sorts 
of fetishistic techno-objects put us in a certain position (toward the real); as 
a result, they function as fantasmatic frameworks that provide enjoyment. 
This description makes (perverse) enjoyment a result of our virtual position. 
According to Freud’s analysis of fetishism, it is only when this conditioning 
relation to the object gets fully eroticized and becomes itself an object of enjoy- 
ment that it is perverse in the pathological sense (for example, a person who 
moves from watching television news to buying catastrophe videos). Then 
one enjoys the frame itself (the computer, the TV, the mobile phone) instead 
of the framed other. However, the first lesson is that the framework itself is a 
sort of disavowal. 
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6.2 BITS OF ENJOYMENT 


6.2.1 Lifestyles and the body 

Since the 1960s, personal and cultural identity have no longer been an un- 
changeable given as a result of birth, social background, and status. The most 
important cultural revolution of that era was the notion of identity as an 
“eligible” construction that could be filled in personally by drawing from a 
whole range of images, examples, and roles and all sorts of (re)presentations 
offered by the markets of images, fashion, music, film, commercials, and 
news. As a result, community is no longer a matter of direct connection with 
the surrounding village or neighborhood; it has become a matter of shared 
preferences and identifying marks such as clothing, hair (style), sexual or 
ethnic identity, and all sorts of other paraphernalia: tattoos, piercings, and 
so on. Brands and logos make consumer objects into personalities whose 
charisma the consumer can share by purchasing them and making them part 
of his personality. Lifestyles thus have become a central issue in the analysis 
of personal identity. They articulate the idiosyncrasy of someone’s personal 
biography in relation to normative models or “templates” that are mediated 
less by traditional and local (or even national) forms of community than by 
images and behavioral “scripts” presented in advertisements and television. 
These images and scripts are the tokens of lifestyles (Shields 1997). 

The body is pivotal in this fight for self-completion, in this process of self- 
objectification through identification with the slogans, images, signs, logos, 
memes, and so on that circulate abundantly in the world of media in which 
we are immersed. As Rob Shields argues in his essay on subjectivation in 
cyberspace, bodies are the sites where the battle for identity and wholeness 
is fought (Shields 1997). When media virtualize us to the extent that narra- 
tion and representation no longer offer a sufficient resort of identity (there 
are so many possibilities and “choices” for representing ourselves), the body 
becomes the place where identity is fixed. 

We identify ourselves by synthesizing our personal history with cultural 
models, which are more and more distributed, delivered, and produced by 
media (cf. Giddens 1991).Thus our identity centers on idiosyncratic objects 
of enjoyment. We provide, for instance, a specific content to our life story by 
identifying with very personal “things” (mementos, souvenirs, baby albums, 
and all sort of trivia—and in the context of new media, we can add the 
personal websites, baby albums on the Internet, and gadgets). These “idio- 
syncratic things” are at the level of what Lacan names the sinthome; that is to 
say, they function as the final piece of a personal narrative. They are the “hard 
core” around which one’s personal life story organizes itself: For a story to 
have some sense, there must be an end to it. The sinthome functions as such an 
arbitrary and nonsensical end. Zizek describes the sinthome as the particular and 


contingent “tics” that embody jouissance, as best exemplified by the innumer- 
able technological gadgets with which we are bombarded daily (Zizek 2001, 
p. 20). Claiming to satisfy our desires, all sorts of technological objects, with 
all their radiant attractions, organize certain “lifestyles” (which thus might be 
built upon consumption behavior; cf: Ropke 1999). 

Lifestyles exemplify how experiences of enjoyment organize someone’s 
symbolic position (a fast car, a fast computer, . . . a fast life). New “mediatic” 
identity construction concerns the compression of sense and enjoyment in 
the production of certain “nodes” that function as the kernel of subjectivity. 
Meaning and sense are not just narrated, they are also enjoyed. Contrary to 
one’s first impression, a Lacanian analysis does not have to endorse the great 
distrust of the transition from a verbal to a visual culture brought about by 
mass and electronic media. Such distrust led many twentieth-century critics 
to endorse cultural pessimism because they believed the sensual and affective 
sensations of the image (its enjoyment) would diminish the mental capabili- 
ties that they considered to reside in the word and the book (the word as the 
medium of knowledge, insight, and argumentation, and thus as the royal road 
to truth and rationality). 

The phenomenon of tattoos exemplifies that signification is not purely 
verbal but also bodily. From the perspective of fantasy as a defensive func- 
tion, tattooing is the inscription of identity on the body in order to prevent 
a lack of identity (and isn’t the self-mutilation of the psychotic who cuts his 
arm also a ritual that occurs when he is at the brink of self-loss?). The same 
goes for all the identifying marks that do not become part of the body but 
are put onto it, such as paraphernalia (accessories like jewelry, hats, scarves, 
ties, handbags) and brand names. Such consumed signs (whose signification 
is enjoyed) provide experiences: the producer of consumer goods, which 
become brands and lifestyles, has become an “experience maker,” to use Alvin 
Toffler’s term of 1970. They function as a beginning and end of discourse: 
the object a (the “remainder piece”) as final piece, tailpiece. Douglas Coupland 
considers bumper stickers as such closing entries of current North American 
identity production: 


I don’t know, says Andy the barman, whether I feel more that I want to punish 
some aging crock for frittering away my world, or whether I’m just upset that 
the world has gotten too big—way beyond our capacity to tell stories about it, 
and so all we're stuck with are these blips and chunks and snippets on bumpers. 
(Coupland 1991, p. 5) 


6.2.2 The screen and the drive: Fantasy providing pieces of enjoyment 
Lacan’s notion of the fantasy object (the object a) shows that the discourses of 
patriarchal or phallic subjectivation do not have a natural privilege for finding 
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our “true desire.” The object a also gives way to other forms of subjectivation. 
What is special to me may be irrelevant to you: the object a does not have a fixed 
referent. Furthermore, it is crucial that very different media can provide the 
objects that arouse my desire. The phenomenal existence of the fantasy object 
handles a broad range of “imaginary substitutes’; all sorts of objects can cause 
desire, for that is what the object a is: the unconscious cause of desire. Therefore 
the list extends broadly beyond the “natural” objects of the drives, encom- 
passing all objects of industry, of culture, and of sublimation; all objects that 
abound in society, that cause our desire, and that “soothe our lack of enjoy- 
ment.” They are “pieces of enjoyment“ that give their own style to our way of 
living and our mode of enjoying (Miller 1999, pp. 23-24). 

How should we now analyze fantasy? First, we must discern how the sub- 
ject is present in a fantasy scenario: via what imaginary, symbolic, and “real” 
identifications does she gain satisfaction and create her identity? Or, via what 
“traits” does the subject identify with a fantasmatic character? What action 
or verb is decisive in the scene? And as fantasy creates a multitude of “subject 
positions,” what is the subject’s position in the scene: is he a spectator or the 
protagonist (Bernet 1996, pp. 177-180)? What affect, emotion, or tension 
does the action provoke? It should be stressed that the affect is not the same 
as the enjoyment that motivates the scene, which is mostly not (consciously) 
felt. Although I may feel very frightened or tense when I enter a sex chat room 
on the Internet, I will still do it because I seek a kind of (unconscious) enjoy- 
ment; yet I may be ashamed when my girlfriend confronts me with those 
actions. 

Some crucial points must be made here about the drive. First of all we 
must keep in mind Lacan’s crucial distinction between the goal and the aim of 
the drive: the drive does not necessarily have to reach its goal (discharge) in 
order to achieve its aim, which is to gain forms of enjoyment—and above all 
to maintain the state of enjoyment. Secondly, we must ask what erogenous zone 
of the body finds—through all kinds of substitutions of its “objects” —a form 
of enjoyment in the scene. Does the scene satisfy a desire to see, to dominate, 
to control, to “melt away” ...? The element of partiality is crucial. A fantasy 
object provides significance and satisfaction to the fantasizing subject more 
by specific elements (certain words it says, certain aspects of the body, typical 
“traits,” certain features in its behavior, and so on) than as a complete image. 
We may immediately add to this a crucial insight that Reeves and Nass describe 
in their Media Equation. People need only the smallest cues to be prompted to 
treat computers as an other. We attribute personality to all sorts of interfaces, 
from toaster ovens and televisions to word processors and workstations. We 
only need a little hint, the expression of a few words, to extrapolate such sig- 
nificant communication into a personality existing in the devices (Reeves and 
Nass 1996).This aspect of (the extrapolation of) “partiality” allows us to be 


more specific about what people seek—and find—in a fantasy object. The vir- 
tual hero of a computer game, for instance, is then not merely “the imaginary 
other,” the perfect image of myself; he is so fascinating because he represents 
certain elements that I wish to identify with, and he thus presents a form of enjoy- 
ment. The fantasy object presents enjoyment in representation. 


6.2.3 “Drive me crazy”: Audiovisual culture and its excess 

As early as the beginning of twentieth-century mass-media culture, visual- 
ity—like the other senses—was considered an interface by which sensu- 
ous stimuli could penetrate the body and arouse affective reactions. Over the 
course of the late twentieth century, the computer developed from a machine 
that processed symbols into an audiovisual medium. Audiovisuality has thus 
become crucial for understanding humans in our current world, a high-tech 
environment increasingly focused on the ear and the eye: experience nowa- 
days travels largely in an audiovisual circuit (Shields 1997). The webcam, 
for example, is the latest technological extension of the human eye, and has 
resulted in a generally acknowledged form of voyeurism and exhibitionism 
(showing yourself on television, or on the Net via webcams). As a medium 
for looking and being looked at, the computer interfaces the physical and the 
virtual, which become more and more intermingled. Dean (2002) endorses 
this view in her analysis of visibility as the central concern of technocultural 
subjectivation. 

Technocultural subjectivation has to do with the scopic drive. We have a 
(physical) bent for maintaining a state of excitement at the play of images. 
Such an affectivity of the image may not be surprising from a psychoanalytic 
point of view, but it may be surprising that drives also operate in the domain 
of hearing (as the objects of orality and genitality are more obviously drive- 
ridden). For Lacan both seeing and hearing are animated by drives. The media 
of hearing and sight cause affective stimulation; however, the affectivity at- 
tached to audiovisual culture may lead the subject of desire into the drive’s 
never-ending crazy loop of enjoyment. For example, the display culture of 
making almost everything we want to see visible on the computer screen 
corresponds with a penchant for exhibitionism. Freud already discerned the 
connection between voyeurism and exhibitionism. In voyeurism most excite- 
ment comes from the fact of not being alone: someone may see you looking. 
The voyeuristic position can shift sides with the exhibitionistic position, in 
that the voyeur (secretly) wants to be looked at. For Lacan, the perversion of 
scopophilia (“the love of looking”) therefore comprises both voyeurism and 
exhibitionism.The pervert locates himself in it as an object for the scopic drive 
(Evans 1996, p. 139). 

Technoculture constitutes us as objects of visibility for the other (Dean 
2002): we are under the gaze of the Other, an object in the eyes of others via 
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webcams, websites, videophone, and so on. This may offer such strong and 
attractive environments that the subject ends up seeing herself as she is seen 
by the (online) others—just as someone who identifies more with his online 
persona than with his “real life” identity ends up in a situation of increased 
alienation. Or we may actually imagine ourselves to be a known person (a 
celebrity), seeing ourselves through the illusion created by the media of vis- 
ibility. Such a connection in the circuit of the drive is a pathological enjoy- 
ment, because the too unstable position in the symbolic order (a vast “lack of 
self-consciousness”’) drives us to make ourselves visible again and again (Dean 
2002, pp. 114-150). 

The drive resembles an acephalic subject continuously following its libidi- 
nal forces and chasing the “next sensation.” Because technocultural objects 
can also function as “natural” objects of the drives, and computer technol- 
ogies offer easy access to them, the objects that “soothe our lack of enjoy- 
ment” (Miller 1999) are excessively operational. Consequently, the balance 
of enjoyment and desire may tip toward the repeated search for enjoyment, 
thus being reduced to a subject of the drive, to a subject without a “head,” or 
without words, symbols (and here we are again at the distinction between the 
word as logos and the image as affection). 

Normally enjoyment and desire combine in surplus enjoyment as what 
causes desire and gives the drives their object. But the trap of audiovisual 
culture is in the circuit of the drive: it offers a whole range of “images” that 
constantly give us an opportunity to “recreate ourselves.” We may end up in 
a never-ending circuit: one more SMS, one more call, one more image, and 
one more link to check. “Encore!” When the subject of technoculture gets 
wrapped up in, or loses itself in, the circuits of communication, it loses its 
relation with a stabilizing (fantasmatic) reference (as good as real) that rules 
its desire. 

This element distinguishes Lacanian thought from Baudrillard’s simulation 
model, in which there is no limit to interpretation because there is no real, 
no leftover or negativity: all facts or events in (hyper)reality are an effect of 
modeling: 


Simulation is characterized by a precession of the model, of all models around 
the merest fact—the model comes first, and their orbital (like the bomb) cir- 
culation constitutes the genuine magnetic field of events. . . .This anticipation, 
this precession, this short-circuit, this confusion of the fact with its model (no 
more divergence of meaning, no more dialectical polarity, no more negative 
electricity or implosion of poles) is what each time allows for all the possible 
interpretations, even the most contradictory—all are true, in the sense that 
their truth is exchangeable, in the image of the models from which they pro- 
ceed, in a generalized cycle. (Baudrillard 1988, p. 175) 


For Lacan, desire is a formation of an (underlying, real) reference point: real- 
ity is untertragen. Desire is not “pure” (unrestrained pleasure), but needs a rule. 
There is no desire without law. 


6.2.4 Ideological interpellation in an age of information 

Ken Hillis (1999) describes the social contexts and political implications 
of virtual reality technologies, and stresses their embeddedness in military 
and capitalist interests. In one of the bibles of the wired world, Steven John- 
son’s Interface Culture, we can read that capitalism transformed technological 
“extremization” (speed) into a lifestyle Johnson 1997, p. 6). According to 
Robert Markley, cyberspace is the ultimate capitalist fantasy because it offers 
to exploit our desire as the inexhaustible material of consumption (Markley 
1996, p. 74).The “ideology of the information age” considers information— 
as the replacement of industrial goods—to be capable of unlimited growth 
and thus the trailblazer of a new society (Slack 1987). 

The affective component between humans and their “machines” is strong: 
people love their computers. Freud’s analysis of being in love may help to 
clarify this affectivity. For Freud, the (idealized, imaginary) other of a love 
relation can take over the role of self-judgment. That is, the (imaginary) ideal 
ego can substitute for the ego ideal; then the subject interiorizes the ideals of 
the other as its own. Our affective relation to the computer (as an other), and 
to the computer as a medium for transferring capitalism, may cause the seduc- 
tive voice coming from the displays of the world (“enjoy,” “be yourself,” “be 
free,” “be an explorer,” “live at the edge”) to become the (normative) voice 
for the subject itself: Capitalism, as the dominant (set of) discourse, is one of 
the primary candidates for being the new Other. In promising fulfillment of 
desire, it addresses the subject of the drive—the subject as drive—that dwells 
in the loop of satisfaction and is always looking for ways to “realize” itself in 
new consumer objects, as a new object. The capitalistic fictional structures 
are closely connected to new media technologies that globalize their mes- 
sages (of enjoying), so that capitalist fiction becomes a voice of ideological 
interpellation. 

Capitalism may well be content with the subject of the drive that technocul- 
ture stimulates, continuously needing to “recreate” himself. Zizek describes 
the two aspects of the law as a prohibiting and an imperative one. There is the 
law qua symbolic ego ideal, the law in its pacifying function, the guarantee 
of the social pact. And there is the law in its superego dimension, as irrational 
pressure, the voice that tells us that we are failing and defective, and therefore 
propagates the impossible imperative of enjoyment (Zizek 1993, p. 47).The 
absence of a mediating, stabilizing symbolic sense of self may contribute to 
increased consumerism. The best thing for capitalism to do is to seek to abol- 
ish this (symbolic) ego ideal and try to replace it with the (imaginary) ideal 
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ego.’ What would serve it better than the replacement of the (limiting) “old” 
superego by the summons (for excess), by the call to enjoy? “Encore!” 

The postindustrial, information age is commonly considered a “father- 
less society,” for we live in a time characterized by a “decline of the paternal 
metaphor” (Zizek 1992, p. 157). Nevertheless, we may find in this fatherless 
society a harsher, not a weaker, superego, although it no longer expresses the 
proverbial “voice of conscience” (Barglow 1994, p. 100). Whereas Barglow 
focuses on the rational discourses and bureaucratic systems that dominate our 
conscience today in a far less personal and visible manner than the former 
authorities (such as fathers and teachers) and therefore “colonize our life- 
world,” I will stress another feature, from the perspective of Lacanian theory. 
Or, to put it differently, I will emphasize what the new Other(s) summon us 
to do—namely, they ask us to enjoy. An informational society that is pur- 
portedly liberated from all the old structures and obligations takes on the 
imperative of enjoyment: one must enjoy what one is doing, enjoy all the 
possibilities. Although this imperative is radically contrary to the prohibitions 
and interdictions of the “old” oedipal father, it is still an imperative. The pro- 
claimed autonomous individuality, consisting of an unbound and therefore 
self-reflexive self-construction, would thus be governed (unconsciously) by 
a harsh law. When we truly want to “be ourselves,” we must undertake (take 
upon ourselves) all the opportunities offered and enjoy them. From a Lacan- 
ian perspective, this task appears as another imperative coming from a new 
Other, as another ideological interpellation. 

In his Fetish: An Erotics of Culture, Henry Krips points out that individuals con- 
stitute for themselves a picture of what the caller wants of (or for) them, 
and that they often conceal their own active role in the production of such 
positions. Thus they can maintain the idea that their position is a natural one, 
independent of who they are in the eyes of the caller (Krips 1999, p. 74). Of 
course, we all want to—and do—affirm that we are autonomous individu- 
als. But a somewhat more profound examination may show how much this 
pretended subjectivation as a free and autonomous individual is a matter of 
defining ourselves as an object for the gaze of the other. This identification may 
be so close that we may be fully unaware that the call or law that organizes our 
lives comes from the Other. 

Self-evidently, this is true for both “patriarchal” and “postmodern” culture. 
However, differentiating the two aspects of the law reveals that a decline of the 
law’s prohibiting aspect in a “fatherless society” leads to an increasing role, 
pressure, or even oppression of its imperative aspect. So what is important, in 
order to uphold some distance (freedom) from our unconscious involvement 
in the media society, is to gain insight into ways in which laws (organizing 
symbolic relations) are operational. 


6.2.5 Self-knowledge 


The symbolic relation is constituted as early as possible, even prior to the 
fixation of the self image of the subject, prior to the structuring image of 
the ego, introducing the dimension of the subject into the world. (Lacan 
1988b, p. 257) 


The Internet also subjects us to the law of language. Changing gender, con- 
structing seductive characters, making love through words—the inescapable 
law of language still determines all our gestures (Leupin 2000). Moderators 
offer another illustration of how the law serves as the principle of inescapable 
subjectivation on the Internet. John Suler analyzed the role of moderators in 
a virtual world called Palace. Moderators host, advise, and socialize new users 
in a community; they are authoritative and have disciplinary powers; they act 
as consultants, and control deviant behavior. Because users often think of them 
as “fathers” or parents, the phenomenon of transference to those figures is not 
uncommon (Suler 1997b).The “ecstatic” moment of leaving the old form of 
subjectivation—testified to in so many readings of cyberspace—is moderated 
into another form of subjectivation: the old community is changed for a new 
community. 

In her analysis of teen dating on the Net, Lynn Schofield Clark (1998) 
argues that Internet dating may offer the “pure” relationship in its contempo- 
rary form. The term “pure relationships” was coined by Anthony Giddens in 
his book Modernity and Self-Identity (1991) to refer to relationships that do not 
anchor in anything beyond them, but are sought out and maintained solely 
for the gratifications they provide to the persons involved. There are neverthe- 
less differences between electronic and preelectronic relationships. For Gid- 
dens trust and authenticity, a truthful and open self-revelation, were central 
to self-gratifying relations, but Clark finds that those aspects are not central 
to teen chat room relationships, which focus on having fun. Therefore she 
considers the Internet version a postmodern “pure” relationship, expressing 
a self-reflexivity in which experimentation and self-construction are central. 
However, Clark shows that girls in their supposedly “free self-construction” 
online still subject themselves to the same ideals that govern sociability in 
“real life.” They are anxious to comply with standards of acceptability based 
on beauty and attractiveness, and therefore present themselves accordingly in 
online chat (Clark 1998, pp. 168-169). Technological devices do not simply 
dust off our “old self” and lay bare the real of free self-expression or of “pure 
enjoyment.” Social conventions (although perhaps different ones) and broader 
structures still mold this world of “pure relations.” 

Technocultural subjectivation is not completely different from tradi- 
tional subjectivation, in which the others from our village gaze upon us and 
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subjectify us by making us into an object. Technocultural (virtual) communi- 
ties of kindred spirits or congenial groups may liberate us from the hostility 
of traditional communities toward certain personal characteristics (sexual 
identity, hair style, and so on), but this does not immediately cause the enjoy- 
ment of a “free subjectivity” of technologies allowing us to escape subjecti- 
vation entirely. Actually, such communities may reinforce the whole process 
of subjectivation, for example with surveillance technologies—often based 
on the scenario or scheme of (national) security (Mattelart 2008). Such an 
insight might prevent one from blindly following new imperatives that result 
from unconsciously following new structures while thinking that one has 
left behind the earlier communication networks (of the Father, the Grand 
Narratives). 

We should try to overcome all sorts of unnecessary alienations, such as lim- 
iting gender roles and the digital divide, but we should not deceive ourselves 
that real authenticity or true originality then dawns at the horizon, for the 
horizon is the signifier. The computer screen actually makes us see the decen- 
tering of our “own” imagination: we must produce images with media that 
are not our own, and we cannot avoid using materials and signifiers coming 
from others. Even the subject’s pretended transparent self-construction on the 
Internet makes use of signifiers whose signification is beyond conscious con- 
trol. As such, the use of signifiers provides the horizon of self-understanding. 
Lacan showed that this role of the signifier is precisely what gives fantasy an 
unconscious element. At the computer interface the images are “set to work 
in a signifying chain.” 

A Lacanian standpoint does not have to endorse the (arbitrary) ideals and 
rules that govern the socialization of our world. Rather, it attempts to rec- 
ognize and identify the role these play and avoids the hasty conclusion that 
we have done away with them, which would lead to our being governed by 
illusions—especially where this pitfall is most luring, as in the case of tech- 
nologies. Psychoanalysis is dedicated to gaining insight into (the fantasmatic 
support of) the symbolic structures that precede the ego and exceed conscious 
awareness. It is more valuable to see how our subjection to discourses and dis- 
cursive structures—and the laws that govern them—changes, than to hast- 
ily claim our liberation from them. Therefore Lacan made the soixante-huitards 
understand the naiveté of their Marxist liberation good and proper. Although 
they saw themselves as fighting the alienating laws of society, they actually 
were striving for another form of subjection: “What you aspire to, as revolu- 
tionaries, is a master. You will have it” (Lacan 1991, p. 239; my translation). 

Even if it were true that we had eliminated our subjection to an uncon- 
scious law, as Baudrillard posits in his analysis, we do not enter a utopian 
world of freedom but rather a dystopian one full of narcissistic mirrors and 
ferocious drives. Baudrillard identifies a revolution of things that is no longer 


a matter of (dialectical) transgression (Aufhebung) but of the increase or accel- 
eration (Steigerung) of things: a “metastasis” or excrescence that results from 
the absence of the rules of play (Baudrillard 1990, p. 52). From a Lacanian 
perspective, such an elimination of the subject of law results in an enlarge- 
ment of the ego—or, referring to postmodern multiplicity, we might say that 
it results in a multiplication of the ego. Baudrillard doesn’t seem to differ radi- 
cally on this issue of the destruction of the subject of desire, for he discusses 
“metastases” in the context of corpulence: the body without a scene, without an 
unconscious—that is, a body’s enjoyment that is no longer molded by the scene. 
When the (fantasmatic) scene no longer sustains the regulation of gluttony 
(such as a shared idea of physical health that makes you go to a gym), the 
body knows too much enjoyment—and gets fat. Corpulence, as a social phe- 
nomenon that nowadays is also evident in Europe, shows that the Fatherless 
society of supposed (ideal, or ideological) “liberation” and “self-realization” 
provides strange ways to “realize our potentials.” 

In order to avoid these “realizations,” it remains important to realize that 
we also play a role in the other scene of the unconscious: 


It is fashionable to think that we have passed from a psychoanalytic culture toa 
computer culture—that we no longer need to think in terms of Freudian slips 
but rather of information processing errors. But faced with the challenges of 
cyberspace, our need for a practical philosophy of self-knowledge, one that 
does not shy away from issues of multiplicity, complexity, and ambivalence, 
that does not shy away from the power of symbolism, from the power of the 
word, from the power of identity play, has never been greater as we struggle 
to make meaning from our lives on the screen. In my view, our relationship to 
the computer culture and psychoanalytic culture needs to be a proudly held 
joint citizenship. (Turkle 2004, p. 12; cf Turkle 1995, p. 269) 


6.3 SUBJECTIVITY AT THE INTERFACE OF MEATSPACE 
AND CYBERSPACE 


6.3.1 Making scenes: The formula of fantasy 

The (unconscious) horizon of signifiers renders impossible a clear (Carte- 
sian) distinction between the realm of the body and that of the mind. Repre- 
sentations govern the bodily realm of enjoyment, and constitute the order in 
which enjoyment works. Thoroughly invested with libido, reality is organized 
around objects that provide us with enjoyment. Lacan expresses this role of 
fantasy as an interface between the real of jouissance and the virtual subject in 
his crucial graph of fantasy: 80a. Fantasy, the medium (mediation / mediatiza- 
tion) of enjoyment, does not combine after the fact the two original realms of 
signifier and libido. Rather, fantasy is the original combination of signifier and 
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libido, thereby generating a medium or space in which we (psychically) exist, 
a space best exemplified by telecommunication. 

The trickiest aspects of subjectivity cannot be understood by opposing the 
real bodily subject and the virtual subject of representation. The object of a fe- 
tishist is not the “inborn” object of his “natural” desire. The object results from 
the curious coalition of the libidinal and the signifying order, and thus forms 
a nodal point of subjectivity (either interpretable, consisting mostly of hidden 
meaning, in which case we call it a symptom; or uninterpretable, substantially 
pervaded with enjoyment, a sinthome). Fantasy functions as a screen between 
the order of desire and of the drives (Zizek 1997, p. 32). As we have seen, 
the subject may get caught in the drive’s loop or cycle of circling around the 
object without getting it. In this case, the subject of the drive pushes the subject of desire 
into the background. These modes of subjectivity parallel the difference between 
the extremes of surfing the Net (as a libidinal body) for the sake of surfing 
and excitement and doing so (as a disembodied mind) only to seek meaning- 
ful information. “Normally” those two aspects go together; we are “in the 
middle,” “in media”: there is a surplus of enjoyment in representation. 

The notion of the sinthome encompasses identification as increasingly a mat- 
ter of bodily attachment to objects (inscribing things into or onto the body, 
enjoying them, consuming them .. . ): we identify ourselves with consumer 
objects, gadgets, idiosyncratic signs, and tokens of lifestyles. But here an “in- 
terfaciality” also holds for those (techno) objects of body identification. The 
real mark in or on the body does not fully determine someone’s identity. 
Rather, this real mark determines one’s position in the symbolic order: by 
wearing Lonsdale clothes, I position myself as ...The “consumption” of ob- 
jects leads to a symbolic positioning. And taking a certain (symbolic, virtual) 
position, as a scientist, a voyeur, provides (hidden) pleasures. Simply illus- 
trated, the higher one’s social position, the more one can consume. 

As fantasy thus interfaces the real and the virtual, “meatspace” (the “real 
world”) and cyberspace, it is impossible to get out of this dialectics. Thinking 
that we have eliminated its distorting or disguising function and have gained 
the true perspective on the real is precisely what fully wraps us up in it. In 
Kantian terms, the awareness of frameworks (of fantasy) withholds us from 
illusions. The only freedom we can have in fantasy’s conditional mediation is 
to decipher its construction of the real. On the Internet this way of functioning 
is not different from “real life.” We may at first think, or actually experience 
for a moment, that the medium offers us freedom, but we then find out that 
it constructs a specific world (instead of reflecting the “true world”). Subjectivation 
of fantasy rests on those two pillars of (unconscious) belief and (reflexive) 
insight. 

One radical breaking of the barriers of language, according to Lacan, con- 
sists of exceptional moments (in analysis): when someone sees through the 


fantasmatic window of her desire, tumbles through it, and touches upon the 
real (the impossible). Another consists of a “passage to the act”: a momentary 
dissolution of the subject and of the social bond, when expressions are no 
longer a message (directed to the Other) but a matter of “brute forces” (fights, 
suicide, and so on). In this case, it is a flight from the dimension of the Other 
to the dimension of the real. According to Lacan, only the passage to the act 
involves an exit from the scene altogether (Evans 1996, p. 137). In the exceptional 
moments of “traversing the fantasy,” we nevertheless do not exit the scene 
altogether, as a different staging appears: when we break through a fantasy, 
another takes its place. So, normally, we live in the scene, and living in cyber- 
space is living in the scene. 


6.3.2 The secondary time of cyberspace 

Cyberspace is basically a framing of our reality. Simon Cooper analyzes the 
subject of virtual reality and concludes: “Subjective experience is now framed 
by technological processes in a manner previously unimaginable” (Cooper 
1999, p. 100). The subject of desire, with fantasy as its frame upon the ob- 
ject of desire, normally connects the two extremes of being a “pure mind” 
(the mental “freedom” of having no limiting form at all) and being a “pure 
body” (immediately following your “instincts”).We are usually bodies oper- 
ating within specific scenes: we speak as embodied beings. The interfaces with 
cyberspace are new frames for connecting body and mind, which never were 
two separate entities but were combined by fantasy in the first place. 

Therefore one cannot distinguish in an infallible way between reality and 
the “substitute pleasure” of fantasy. For the subject of desire, fantasy occupies 
center stage in its organization of reality, because fantasy provides (new) for- 
mats for the appearance of the real. The mobile phone is not simply an object of 
pleasure that organizes a “false” form of reality; it also organizes new, different 
forms of reality (of how we relate to the other, how we communicate, and 
so on). It does so in a considerable measure (“substantially”—as enjoyment 
is the “substance” of desire) by organizing new forms of enjoyment. It is an 
“apparatus of enjoyment,” that is, it also works on an unconscious level. For 
the unconscious, structured as a language, is such an apparatus of enjoyment 
(Lacan 1999, p. 55). 

The computer interface both separates the bodily sphere (of enjoyment) 
from the realm of representations and connects them. Thus it functions as a me- 
dium for us to live in. In addition, the computer interface moderates the Inside 
(the immediacy of our “instincts”; what we really want to do, see, say, etc.) by 
the Outside (the form in which it is molded). Different examples (“the real 
me,” “real identification,” “instincts”) show that meatspace interfaces with 
cyberspace. The subject of the interface can never get at “the real thing” be- 
cause the structure of the screen itself condemns it to representations. And yet 
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it finds a form of enjoyment precisely in this circling around the “real thing,” 
or constantly and repeatedly doing the same thing over and over again. The 
voyeur is its perfect illustration, or the Net surfer who enjoys his continuous 
surfing, without finding closure. 

Barber’s analysis of the computer as a medium for sadomasochistic play 
shows that enjoyment is to a large extent a matter of representation, as is 
watching the television news (as Postman argues), or playing sexual or iden- 
tity games on the Internet, or seeing sex instead of having sex. It is all about 
(visually) enjoying one’s position. Therefore enjoyment itself serves to gen- 
erate reality experiences: representations themselves cause forms of arousal 
and enjoyment. This is what Lacanian theory names the enjoyment in the signifier. 
The subject of cyberspace is sustained by libido invested in the (fantasmatic) 
scenes of these virtual worlds. 

Scott Bukatman’s Terminal Identity (1993) makes this fantasmatic interface be- 
tween body and environment the principal form ofa subjectivation that lies at 
the border of more traditional forms of subjectivity such as the (autonomous) 
individual. “Terminal identity” is at the interface of body and computer ter- 
minal, and inscribes itself in the surfaces of old selfhood. Although one need 
not agree with Bukatman’s vision of hyperindividuality merging with the new 
socialization of the Internet, his analysis does emphasize that we must look for 
new forms of subjectivation in our interfacing with new technologies. One 
such form may be a theory of the interface as mediating the “real subject” 
of bodily identification with the virtual subject of sociosymbolic contexts. It 
implies a critique of utopian celebrations of cyberliberation and the pretense 
of unrestrained access to the real, as well as the dystopian gloom and doom 
that consider subjectivity to be fully virtualized. 

Contrary to these models, I consider the computer screen to be the realm 
of the scene, a “staging.” I recognize the screen’s capacities to lure and indulge 
us in a “fully realized world” in so-called moments of closure. But when we 
avoid fixating this closure as being “real reality” itself (which is the proper 
“task” of the “unsettled” subject), then the screen allows us to play, to indulge 
or enjoy our fantasies and create a certain distance from and insight into them. 
Such (reflexive) insight is also emphasized by Terence Harpold in his essay 
on hypertextual environments: he argues that closure is always fixated after- 
ward (nachtraglich) (Harpold 1994, p. 198). In other words, there is a secondary 
construction or fixation of an original event. This awareness guards us from 
taking the construction for real. “Wo Es war, soll Ich werden.” The scheme of 
deferred action that is crucial to French psychoanalysis is therefore still deci- 
sive for comprehending reality in the digital age. 


NOTES 


CHAPTER 1 THE QUESTION CONCERNING TECHNOLOGY 
AND DESIRE 


1. As Carl Mitcham is one of the most important historians of the philosophy of 
technology, I will frequently refer to his work. 


CHAPTER 2 THE TECHNOLOGIZATION OF HUMAN 
VIRTUALITY 


1. The “Deleuzian” critique of the notion of the possible bears upon its “classi- 
cal,” Aristotelian interpretation. However, one cannot equate the possible to 
this interpretation, as, for instance, the philosophy of Heidegger makes clear 
when it characterizes being-in-the-world by a possibility that cannot be re- 
duced to some sort of unrealized essence. 


2. Jeremy Bentham’s design of the Panopticon (1791) as a model prison, in 
which all prisoners in a ring of cells could be supervised from a central control 
tower, would be the dark manifestation of Peirce’s notion of virtuality (that is, 
it makes the virtual perspective into an element of social control). Although 
the guard is not (necessarily) present in his observation post, the possibility that 
he can observe the prisoners already causes an effect on their behavior. This once 
again illustrates the crucial importance of the notions of cause and effect in the 
investigation of virtual reality. 


3. With this aspect of virtualization, we are at the level of the conditions of possibility 
of cyberspace as a sphere of community. It is this—Kantian—level of fantasy 
as a condition of experience that I want to describe. How, for instance, is it 
possible that the (“illusory”) world of online communication can create the 
real effect of communality? 


4. The prime moderator of virtualization is language itself. Lévy (1998) develops 
this notion toward his theory of collective intelligence, a fully distributed 
intelligence that is continuously enhanced and synergized in real time by the 
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networks in which it operates. I will not discuss this theory of the congruence 
of thought and psychic life with society, but will merely use his basic ideas 
about the subjectivation of the social and the objectivation of the individual, 
as I do not consider Lévy’s thoughts on collective intelligence his most in- 
teresting work. Lévy is at his best, I think, in the solid philosophical work on 
virtualization, as presented in his Becoming Virtual. 


5. In French it says: “le grand Autre, le lieu de la parole, virtuellement le lieu de la 
vérité.” In the English version, virtuellement is translated as “potentially,” i-e., in 
its second meaning of “virtuality.” The French adverb virtuellement does, how- 
ever, have a meaning that differs from the two meanings of the virtual, namely, 
“actually,” or “practically spoken.” So the big Other is not an order that has 
the potential to ground truth, but can actually be considered to do so; it is “as 
good as” a foundation of truth. 


roy 


6. In his “Le facteur de la vérité” (1980), Derrida concludes that Lacan uses a very 
orthodox distinction between reality and truth. And in his Positions (1972, pp. 
115-117), Derrida states that the crucial aspect of Lacanian thought in the 
Ecrits is the identification of truth (as disclosure of being) and the word (of the 
Logos).The word reveals the truth of being. It would—as “full speech” —lead 
to a true, authentic presence, and result in the exclusion of all sorts of simula- 
tions as unreal alienations. By contrast, I sketch a story of Lacanian thought 
wherein the focal point is the constitutive function of alienation. Neverthe- 
less, I must stress that the later development of Lacanian thought (with the 
centrality of the notion of jouissance) moves further away from a notion of “full 
speech” as an “authentic” disclosure of being. With this development toward 
the unrepresentable (real) core of reality, Lacan’s thought gets closer to that 
of Derrida than one might first assume (Nusselder 2003). Simulation is then 
certainly not an unambiguously negative notion. 


7. It is interesting to relate this idea of virtuality to Peirce’s philosophy, in which 
cognition consists in the manipulation of signs that may be externally embod- 
ied: “I do not say that we are ignorant of our states of mind. What I say is that 
the mind is virtual, not in a series of moments, not capable of existing except 
in a space of time—nothing insofar as it is at any one moment” (Peirce 1958, 
§248). 


8. Harold Innis (1951) was the first to systematically address the issue of how 
electronic media affect our perception of place and time, and with that, con- 
sciousness. His critical approach to the technological conquering of space 
and time, the way technology effects social control and causes economic and 
democratic inequalities, was succeeded by the work of his fellow Canadian 
Marshall McLuhan. The latter’s far less critical analysis claimed that electronic 
media can “abolish space and time” and make of the world a “global village.” 
The British sociologists Anthony Giddens (1991) and John Thompson put 
more emphasis on social structures in their analyses of the intricacy of media 
and the perception of space and time. 


9. Zizek also discusses this issue in his significant text “Of Cells and Selves” 
(1999d). With technoscientific systems we make all sorts of things into ob- 
jects of technoscientific knowledge and control (as, in case of the body, with 
the medical imaging technique of the CT scan). However, we cannot objectify 
the horizon of signifying systems whereby we determine the object. Before 
we determine the object, we ourselves are in systems of (re)presentation. 


CHAPTER 3 FANTASY AND THE VIRTUAL MIND 


1. What Turkle calls “simulation” corresponds more to Doel and Clarke’s (1999) 
fourth model of the relationship between the real and the virtual of the simu- 
lacrum, i.e., of continuously new formations of reality that are not modeled 
according to some “true” form of the real, than to their model of the simula- 
tion, which stands for nothing but a false copy of the real. Thus, we can see that 
different interpretations of the notion of simulation are in use: simulation as 
a productive re-creation of reality (Turkle), and as a diversion (as in Doel and 
Clarke’s categorization). 


2. In order to track the (semiotic) origins of the rift between the notions of Vorstel- 
lung and Darstellung, it is interesting to refer to the work Sprachtheorie of the Ger- 
man linguist Karl Bthler (1934), who uses the notion of Darstellung to indicate 
the disembodied (incorporeal) relationship of sign and referent. 

In The Rules Are No Game: The Strategy of Communication, Lacan commentator An- 
thony Wilden states that the confusion of the representation with the thing 
represented is a feature of schizophrenia and psychosis (Wilden 1987, p.201). 
Such formulations introduce the idea that there may be psychopathological 
implications of the digital mediation of the world. 


3. Heidi Tikka (1995) uses this translation of Darstellung as opposed to Vorstellung 
to account for the visual space of the binocular technology of stereographic 
images. She cites Monique David-Menard’s use of these words in her work 
Hysteria from Freud to Lacan: Body and Language in Psychoanalysis (New York: Continuum 
Publishing, 1989), in which David-Menard argues that the (hysterical) symp- 
tom is a Darstellung instead of a Vorstellung. Tikka writes: “Darstellung is the realm 
of heightened presence. This presence is sometimes achieved in dream images 
which may become so intense, that they seem to pass into the body as ifina 
hallucination. .. . The hysterical state of Darstellung and the stereographic view 
both challenge our sense of distance” (my emphasis). 


4. And isn’t the same problem involved in psychopathology: are the symptoms 
of a hysteric real, or is he simulating? Or, and this is the most intriguing op- 
tion, does simulation make it real (Jean Baudrillard’s simulation model)? To 
pursue the ideas of David-Menard cited in the previous footnote, we see that 
there actually is a line—via hysteria—from Freud to Baudrillard: “To simulate 
is to feign to have what one hasn’t” (Baudrillard 1988, p. 167). But Baudril- 
lard continues his thought by questioning whether the work of the uncon- 
scious must then be considered as the real cause of simulation: “Why should 
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simulation stop at the portals of the unconscious? Why couldn’t the ‘work’ of 
the unconscious be ‘produced’ in the same way as any other symptom in clas- 
sical medicine?” (Ibid., p. 168.) 


. This emphasis on the liberating potential of digital information can also be 


found in the free content movement, which seeks to diminish legal restric- 
tions in the use of information and has as its unofficial motto the expression 
“Information wants to be free.” 


. On the one hand, Freudian psychoanalysis can be put on a par with the Carte- 


sian subject in that both examine the cause of mental representations. On the 
other hand, the atheistic foundations of Freudian psychoanalysis, denying the 
notion of a substance, make it acknowledge the possibility of new creations of 
reality and attribute a significant role to imagination. For Descartes, it is absurd 
to think of a creatio ex nihilo in which something can come out of nothing. 


. Inhis 1965 “La science et la vérité” (in Lacan 1966, pp. 855-877), Lacan situ- 


ates psychoanalytical theory both as inseparable from science, as it is related to 
the same “Cartesian” epistemological rupture (with nature), and as different 
from science by paying attention to the subject of desire in the disclosure of 
reality. 


. The notion of homeostasis allows us to trace the cybernetic circuit in the 


work of Freud. The pleasure principle is the principle that keeps the level of 
excitement at a constant level, and thus functions as a (cybernetic) principle 
of constancy. 


. Here we touch again upon the centrality of the transference in psychoanalytical 


praxis. In addressing the analyst, the analysand might (unconsciously) address 
someone else (in his fantasy, the analysand relates to the analyst as the object a). 
It is by means of this transference that the analysand can “work through” past 
problematic encounters. 


10. The role of (fantasmatic) motivation becomes clear in the case of depression. 


11. 


The depressed person has lost his imaginary anticipation of'a future reality that 
is worthwhile. His fantasmatic mediation of the real has diminished: there are 
no things that make life worth living. 


Lacan took issue with those cybernetic theories of Wiener that focus primarily 
on the controlling function of the “steersman,” with a predominantly instru- 
mental conception of the computer. However, the graphical user interface 
and, later on, the mouse made the computer more of a medium and less an 
instrument of control. In this case the word “cyber” refers more to the (visual) 
space through which the user can navigate (cyberspace) than to the instru- 
mental function of control (cybernetics). This may help to shift the question 
addressed by Lacan in his discussion of cybernetics to the contemporary issue 
of the embodiment of cyborgs. 


CHAPTER 4 CYBORG SPACE 


1. 


Newton also associated space with God: because God is everywhere, space 
must be infinite. 


. Might we suggest then that computers are the necessary result of a world of 


increasingly intensifying telecommunication: computers as a remediation of 
previous media? They not only provide an overwhelming amount of messages 
and contacts but also allow us to cope with these. 


. The crucial role of the promise (and its commercial form) can be found in a 


television medium that exists almost entirely due to its grace: the Discovery 
Channel, where an overstated promise of the possibilities of science and tech- 
nology must keep us attracted to its programming. 


. For information on affective computing, see http//affect.media.mit.edu/ 


CHAPTER S DISPLAYS OF THE REAL: REALITY AS AN 
EFFECT 


ile 


There are interesting parallels between Kantian and Lacanian theory. For Kant, 
the thing-in-itself is an unknowable X both in the external object and in the 
subject itself. And the thing-in-itself indicates both a limit and the space be- 
yond these limits. 


. A translator’s note in the English edition of The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho- 


analysis explains: “In French, the phrase ‘en souffrance’ means ‘in suspense’, ‘in 
abeyance’, ‘awaiting attention’, ‘pending’. It is this sense that translates the 
German word. ‘Souffrance’ also means ‘pain’, of course. Hence the ambiguity 
referred to by Lacan” (Lacan 1998b, p. 56). 


. My inclination to use the term “subjectivation” for this identification with 


all sorts of “personal things” that hinder the striding along of the “pleasure 
machine”—and to attribute it a central role in this thesis—already indicates 
an answer to the questions raised: “no subject without a symptom.” It (the 
blow of the real) thus functions as a radical core of resistance (against full 
virtualization). 


. Or it can occur—an interesting second possibility—as if it were by chance (cf. 


Lacan 1998b, p. 54). In this second form we can encounter it only in “forma- 
tions of the unconscious,” disguised, and possibly appearing as coincidental 
occurrences. One can think for instance of the Jewish people and the role jokes 
play among them, in which something about the Holocaust is expressed but 
hidden, and as if it were without intention. 


. The juridical synonym for “expropriation” is also interesting: alienation. This 


meaning reveals the original alienation that cannot be canceled out. I will 
describe this alienation of the subject of the signifier more and more—along 
with Lacan’s theoretical development—as the inevitability of taking up a particular 
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position or view. There is “no metalanguage”: no meaning outside the position 
that language (unconsciously) assigns us, no way that language can tell the 
truth about truth (Lacan 1966, pp. 867-868). 


CHAPTER 6 MEDIATED ENJOYMENT, ENJOYED MEDIA 


1. Inadvance of the next part of this chapter, I will note that in semiotic and struc- 
turalist approaches to film (as a specific system of signs), as was dominant in 
the Cahiers du Cinéma, film as a spectacle that addresses the eye and the ear was 
largely absent. 


2. It is probably for this reason that Zizek is able to see the positive nature of 
the old family structures: as a way to resist capitalist consumerism. “Perhaps 
the time has come. . . to conceive of ‘late capitalism’ as the epoch in which the 
traditional fixity of ideological positions (patriarchal authority, fixed sexual 
roles, etc.) becomes an obstacle to the unbridled commodification of everyday 
life” (Zizek 1993, 216). 
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